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And Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, each took his 
censer and put fire in it, and put incense on it, and 
offered strange and unholy fire before the Lord, as He had 
not commanded them. 
         Leviticus 10:1 
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Abstract 
 
 In the aftermath of a worldwide war, the planet Xica 
is split into small pockets of humanoid civilization. One 
pocket is a divided abandoned military compound. Beyond the 
wall is the Outer Rim where people are free yet violence is 
rampant. Within the wall is the state of Sheol whose 
inhabitants are drugged and have few choices. Sheol’s 
ruler, Jared, conducts an experiment where children are 
raised without physical contact in the Complex at the 
center of the city. One boy, Zahid, escapes from the 
Complex and meets other children; Nick in Sheol and 
Alexandra in the Outer Rim. Together, they find the 
fortress by the ocean, Sheruwth, and are accepted into the 
community where they make friends and learn skills. 
Meanwhile Jared searches, thinking that Zahid has been 
kidnapped. Nick becomes jealous and returns to the Complex 
telling Jared where to find Zahid. Jared’s attempts to 
bring Zahid back fails and he arranges an accident for 
Ellen, the woman who helped Zahid escape from the Complex. 
Nick escapes and finds Ellen severely wounded. She dies in 
Sheruwth. The children deal with grief, forgiveness, and 
guilt. Zahid proposes a plan to return to the Complex and 
v 
free the other children while secretly harboring a desire 
to kill Jared. Some people from Sheruwth agree to go with 
him and the plan is set into motion. Once there, Zahid 
confronts Jared, and then at the last second, decides not 
to kill him, seeing him for the pathetic creature he is. 
Instead, Zahid debunks Jared’s deified status in Sheol. The 
drugs are destroyed and the inhabitants are given the 
chance to leave Sheol. The children of the Complex are 
freed, although some decide to stay. Ten years later, Zahid 
has his own family and a teaching job that he loves. Jared 
sends word, asking for Zahid to visit him. The former ruler 
has lived in isolation for the past nine years, deserted by 
all except for his assistant. Zahid offers hope to Jared. 
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Prologue 
 
 Tell us a story, Aunt Ellen. 
 Which one would you like to hear? 
 Of the time before. 
 Where shall I begin? 
 With the ship. 
 When Xicans and Earthlings became one. 
 
 
 Zeke swallowed hard as he followed his parents out of 
the spaceship and caught his first sight of the planet. The 
air had been thin in the ship and he was glad to get 
outside. He could still hear Captain Johnson’s voice 
booming over the speakers in a looped message that played 
as the ships passengers were jolted out of their 
hypersleep; “Please remain calm. Make your way to the cargo 
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hold as quickly as possible. Our life support has been 
damaged and our auxiliary systems are depleted.” Now they 
were in a pasture surrounded by oak trees. The smell of 
dirt reminded him of home. “It looks so much like Earth,” 
he said. 
 “Before the war,” his mother agreed. She stretched 
like a cat, nose up and eyes closed, soaking in the 
sunlight. While others looked disoriented and even 
frightened, she appeared cool as usual. “We were fortunate 
to find a class M planet so promptly after the system 
failure.” 
“The air seems to be free of pollution,” said his 
father. At age seventeen, Zeke was now eyelevel with him. 
Zeke had grown four inches during their three years in 
hypersleep. His dad looked at the sky. “Strange yet 
familiar. This sun is still young, like ours. No supernova 
anytime soon.” Zeke followed his father’s gaze to his 
mother. 
She stared into the distance, seemed to scan the 
horizon. “I wonder if we’re alone.”  
 A thousand of their shipmates poured out onto the open 
field. Most spoke in hushed tones afraid to disturb the 
silence. Captain Johnson stood on the exit ramp of the 
cargo bay as the last person preceded him. 
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“Dad, shouldn’t you be up there with the Captain?” 
asked Zeke. Government officials flanked Captain Johnson on 
either side.  
“I’ll join them in a minute,” his father said.  
The captain’s amplified voice sounded harsh in the 
unspoiled air. “I am pleased to report that everyone is 
present and accounted for, that no lives were lost during 
the voyage or abrupt landing,” said the captain. “As soon 
as we settle into makeshift camps, scouting excursions will 
be arranged, so until then, do not leave the perimeter of 
the ship.”   
 “We’re not,” said Zeke’s mother. 
 “Of course we’re not leaving,” said his father. “It 
would be foolish to go out on our own.” 
 She was still turned around looking at a small black 
dot on the horizon. “No. I mean we’re not alone.” 
 Zeke tuned out the captain’s voice as he looked at the 
spot. As the speck moved closer it appeared to be some 
people astride horseback, about twenty altogether.   
 The crowd parted to make a path for the riding party 
amidst comments of, “They look like us; they look human.”  
Zeke studied them as they passed by. There were men and 
women, even a girl who couldn’t be much older than himself. 
She could’ve been Hawaiian. All wore loose fitting billowy 
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shirts and pants of linen and cotton. The material would 
have been worth a fortune back on Earth. Zeke couldn’t 
decide whether they looked more like pirates or shepherds 
out of the distant past.  
One man rode ahead of the others; muscular, of medium 
build dressed in a white linen shirt and sand colored vest 
that matched his pants. Why did he stand out? His beard and 
mustache were slightly darker than his shoulder length 
pecan colored hair. Zeke analyzed his face; his features 
were neither repulsive nor beautiful. What was so … that’s 
it. His eyes. There was something about the man’s eyes, 
they saw straight through him into his innermost being to 
his potential. Time stood still. The man smiled at Zeke. 
Zeke felt a current ride through his body as if he had been 
buoyed up on a wave in the ocean. 
Zeke’s mother put her hand on her husband’s arm. “I 
feel like I know him already,” she said. His father wiped 
tears from his eyes and said, “I know what you mean. Could 
it be…?” His voice trailed off. The captain fell silent as 
the group approached the makeshift platform. The man on the 
first horse spoke. 
“Welcome to Xica, fellow humans. We’ve been waiting 
for you.” 
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And so the union began. The agrarian Xican past gave 
way to the industrial future fueled by the technology of 
the Earthlings. Many of Earth’s triumphs and failures were 
repeated on our planet. The Luddite War brought worldwide 
devastation but not obliteration - and a chance for some to 
begin anew. Communities were isolated from one another at 
first and some chose to remain so. One such community was 
Sheol, controlled by one man. Or so he thought. 
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Chapter One: 
Zahid 
 
 
 Centuries later. 
 The Complex was a bastion of civility and purity or as 
described by Jared. The steel-plated windowless structure 
towered above all the other buildings of Sheol which were 
refurbished after the Luddite War. In fact, that obelisk 
called the Complex was a blinding beacon of desolation to 
those who knew better. Here, however, Jared conducted his 
experiment to bring humanity back to its supreme essence.    
 In a room deep within the tower, Jared listened with 
satisfaction to his student. 
 Zahid read the encyclopedia article on his computer 
screen aloud: “Soon after landing on Xica, the Earthlings 
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found that they were unable to reproduce. Because the 
Xicans’ sterility had begun twenty years earlier, it looked  
as if both races were destined for extinction. Fortunately 
a young male from Earth named Zeke ignored the xenophobia 
of his companions and chose to marry a Xican woman named 
Kula. The union of Earthling and Xican proved fruitful with 
the birth of their first child, the female called Zoe. 
Intermarriage became common: humanity began anew with the 
melding of the cultures to become the Henotes, the United.” 
He read eloquently as he had been trained for public 
speaking, every word clearly enunciated. 
 Jared spoke with great pride, “Technically, Zeke is 
your brother. You have no Xican blood in you and you are no 
mongrel Henotes either.”   
 “Something is wrong.” 
 Zahid clutched his stomach and put his forehead down 
on his desk. His gold medallion of a star surrounded by a 
flame clinked against the edge of the desk. Like a 
monolith, his computer screen loomed over him; the camera 
attached above seemed like an eye. The brown granite and 
steel surface of the desk felt cool on his skin. He closed 
his eyes in an effort to shut out the pain. He’d never 
suffered this kind of hurt before that he could remember in 
all of his nine years. Of course the first few years were a 
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little fuzzy. But he hadn’t felt much of anything – few 
sensations; endless days of waking, eating, reading, and 
sleeping. That was all. Jared’s voice brought him back to 
the present. 
 “What is amiss, Zahid?” asked Jared in his smooth, 
cultured timbre that flowed like cream. It echoed off the 
pristine blank walls void of pictures or toys or anything 
in Zahid’s room. The boy remembered seeing a picture of a 
cave in the illustrated dictionary on his computer. Cave; 
natural underground chamber. The brown granite walls of his 
room reminded him of the picture, seamless except for the 
door to the bathroom and the small square slot where his 
food tray emerged three times a day. He once asked Jared 
why the bathroom was closed off and was told that the steam 
from the shower was bad for the computer. Indifferent 
fluorescent lights gave enough illumination to do his work 
by. The room itself was eight steps wide, twelve steps long 
-- more when he measured exactly heel to toe. When he was 
five years old and learning to count it had been twice as 
many footsteps. Two years later, he tried to measure the 
height of the wall with his hands. He had moved the chair 
away from his desk and pushed it against the wall to get as 
high as he could. By the time he reached twenty-three hand 
lengths, Jared appeared and reprimanded him. He couldn’t 
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remember if it was about moving the chair or thinking on 
his own that upset Jared so much. 
 Zahid looked up at the holographic projection of his 
instructor standing behind the front left corner of the 
desk. Jared seemed as solid as any of the sparse 
furnishings in the room except for the dark halo that 
surrounded his image. Zahid focused on the gold medallion 
Jared wore then looked down at his own. For the first time 
he noticed that they were identical; a star engulfed in a 
flame. Zahid recognized it as a symbol because, until 
recently, that’s all his education consisted of, words and 
images, yet he wondered what a real flame felt like. He 
knew it should give off heat and light. Recently, Victoria 
had sent some samples for him to study with his food trays. 
He doubted if he could talk her into sending a flame. Then 
he looked back up to Jared’s face. The man’s furrowed brow 
gave Zahid the impression that he was upset that the lesson 
had been interrupted.  
 “I’m uncertain. There is a burning sensation in my 
stomach,” replied Zahid. “I think I have a temperature 
variation.” The burning sensation quickly pushed to his 
throat. 
 Across from Jared, on the right side, Zahid’s guest 
instructor for the week, Victoria, spoke. Her holographic 
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hand appeared to rest on the desk yet made no sound of 
movement.  
 “You had better go to the lavatory,” she said in a 
calm, reassuring way.  
 As he rushed to the bathroom, he heard Jared call out 
behind him. 
 “But return quickly. We have much ground to cover.” 
 Victoria winced as the sound of Zahid’s vomiting came 
from the other room. Jared ran his hand through his thick 
white wavy hair.  
 “I thought he looked pale earlier,” she said.  
 “He was an infant the last time he was sick,” replied 
Jared as he rubbed the back of his neck. 
 Victoria clasped her hands together and rested her 
chin upon them. “It’s either food poisoning or stress,” she 
said. 
 Jared seemed agitated by her observation and went off 
on a tirade. 
 “Food poisoning is out of the question. You know of 
the extensive training that all of the staff receives here 
at the Complex. And they know the consequences for mistakes 
or subversive behavior. It will not be tolerated.” He 
crossed his arms. 
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 Zahid returned to his chair, his white tunic uniform 
rumpled. The pants were still dry but the outer top was 
wet. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and looked 
miserable. His stomach ached in a different way now, 
twisted and bubbly. 
 “That was most unpleasant,” he said.  
 “You should lie down now. Go to your bed,” said 
Victoria. Zahid noticed for the first time how much her red 
hair contrasted with her ivory skin and green eyes. His 
complexion was several shades darker, or was it just the 
poor lighting of the room. He wondered how old she was. Or 
if she had submitted her reproductive material for the 
genetics program. Her genes should not be wasted, he 
thought. Jared snapped him out of his reverie. 
 “No doubt you feel better now. Shall we continue with 
our lesson?” he asked. 
 Victoria intervened. “Don’t be unreasonable, Jared.”   
 Zahid felt light headed. “I missed the commode.” 
 “That will be taken care of,” said Jared.  
 The boy put his head down on the desk again, this time 
he turned his head sideways, and faced Jared. He pushed the 
keyboard away from him. 
 “He knows that already. The medic should check on 
him,” said Victoria. She instinctively reached out to touch 
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the boy’s hair when her phantom fingers dissolved into his 
skull and she realized the futility of her action.  
 “No,” Jared exploded.  
 Zahid had never seen Jared’s face that angry before, 
flushed and contorted. It caused the boy to jump slightly. 
The movement hurt his stomach and the acid churned again. 
His composure regained, Jared smoothed the front of 
his white robe. The man enunciated slow and clear, “Zahid, 
go to your bed.” He made the motion of typing on a keyboard 
then turned to Victoria’s image. “We will check his 
vitals.”  
 The child obeyed as usual and kicked his shoes off as 
soon as he sat on the bed. Horizontal, he curled into a 
ball on his side. Two steel mechanical arms descended from 
the wall above him. One hand pulled the covers over him 
while the other placed a thermometer in his ear to check 
his temperature. The burning rose in his throat. 
 “I think I’m going to be sick again,” he said and 
pushed the hands away. He concentrated; only a few feet to 
the bathroom past the small dining table. Precariously, he 
made it. 
 Victoria shook her head at Zahid’s speedy exit. She 
spoke to Jared and did not look at him. “He needs some 
help.” 
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 Jared glared at her. “I cannot allow any contact. You 
know the rules.” 
 She retorted with contempt in her voice, “You sound 
helpless. You act as if you were not the author of those 
rules.” 
 “And you agreed to live by them. Would you prefer 
another permanent residence?” His voice rose. “I’m sure you 
will be most welcome in the Outer Rim.” 
 She looked angrily at him. “Don’t threaten me unless 
you have my replacement ready now. Do I need to remind you 
that I’m the only biologist in the Complex? Or are you 
willing to hire from outside?”  
 His voice was velvet again. “I’m going to overlook 
this impudence because you are truly concerned for the boy. 
As a scientist, however, you should understand that I will 
not break the rules and thus negate the results of the 
experiment. Our parameters are clear.” 
 She turned away from him to let her anger subside. She 
remembered what life was like in Sheol before the massive 
wall was constructed, before the anti-depressant diet. At 
least the wall shut out the most violent. And her place in 
the Complex exempted her from mandatory drug usage. She 
knew when to capitulate. “I apologize. I’ll make sure that 
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he gets some medication with his evening meal tray. 
Transmission terminated.”  
 Her image disappeared from the room: Jared’s soon 
followed. 
 Zahid awoke to find himself on the floor passed out by 
the toilet. This has got to subside, he thought. On his 
outer tunic, vomit had dried. Off it came. His undershirt 
clung to his body because of the sweat. The need to get his 
bed propelled him to his feet. 
 His vision blurred when he stood. Tiny steps. Thud. He 
slipped on some vomit and tripped over the trash can. What 
more, he thought. 
 He pulled himself up to the sink. In the mirror, his 
reflection scared him. There were dark circles under his 
brown eyes and his curls stuck to his forehead. He 
scrutinized his rail thin body. I need to gain some weight 
if I’m going to keep falling, he thought. I need help. 
Period.  
 Wash your face, he thought he heard. 
 That’s a good idea, he replied in his mind. 
 He did so. 
 He touched the familiar taupe granite walls as he made 
his way back to the bed using them as a guide. They felt 
cool to his fingertips. My cave, he thought. The dimmed 
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illumination in his room indicated that it was evening. 
There was no light switch in the room. He asked himself how 
long he was out. 
 He sat down for a moment on his chair by the dinette 
to regain some strength. A door slid back to reveal his 
food tray. No gray mush today. Soup, saltines, a beverage, 
and his pills. Behind him, Jared and Victoria appeared at 
the back of his desk on either side of the computer 
monitor.    
Victoria spoke. “There is a new pill on your food 
tray. It will help to settle your stomach.”  
“I don’t think it will stay down,” Zahid replied. 
She answered, “Let it dissolve underneath your tongue. 
We will prepare a shot if necessary.” 
“Just do as you are told,” said Jared. 
Zahid did what Victoria suggested and crawled into 
bed. The steel hand pulled the covers over him. He looked 
at Victoria and Jared across the room. Their features 
appeared distorted and hazy. He shut his eyes and faded 
into unconsciousness. 
A few hours later, Zahid slept deeply. The only 
illumination in the room was from the monitor and a small 
light above the bed. Even the images of Victoria and Jared 
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were dimmed yet still visible. Both kept their eyes on the 
boy. Jared spoke softly.  
“He did not receive his evening medication. Are you 
sure he will not be disturbed by the cleaning personnel?” 
“The medicine contains a sedative; his little body 
needs the rest,” she said. “Were you ever sick, Jared?” 
“Only during my childhood in that miserable place of Sheol. 
Some of the other boys made fun of me.” 
“I’m sure you’ve made them regret having ever come 
near you since then.”  
“Two decided to take their chances in the Outer Rim. 
The others lasted only a few years in the mines. They were 
randomly selected of course.” 
“Of course they were.” 
** 
 
 In his dream, Zahid heard a melodious voice drift 
toward him. A wave of coolness appeared his forehead. He 
felt safe.  
 The intonation belonged to a female face, with a few 
wrinkles that turned up around the eyes and mouth, smooth 
translucent slightly brown skin. Black hair highlighted 
with gray strands was pulled back behind her head. She has 
brown eyes like mine, he thought. 
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 He opened his eyes. And there she was, holding a wet 
cloth above his brow.  
 “Am I dreaming or hallucinating?” he asked. 
 She laughed and the wrinkles came alive. When she 
spoke, the room echoed with warmth for a change. There was 
no dark outline around her like Jared or any of his other 
instructors.  
 “Such big words out of a small mouth with such a soft-
spoken voice,” she said. 
 This can’t be real, he thought. But I can feel her 
presence. “I’ve never talked with anyone face to face 
before. Why are you here?” 
 Her smile was a light in the darkness. “My official 
title is ‘Sanitation Facilitator’ but you can think of me 
as the cleaning lady. Or better yet, your friend.” 
 What is a friend, he thought. Has Jared mentioned it 
before? Jared. 
 “Does Jared know you are here?” he asked warily.  
 “His royal highness? He knows someone has to clean 
your room every night. I have this rotation one week a 
month to clean your room.” 
 His royal highness? He thought about it. Used for a 
title as for kings. King? Male sovereign. 
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“Why do you refer to him in such a manner?” he asked. 
The conversation was strange, but he enjoyed it. 
“Because he thinks he is omniscient and omnipotent,” 
she laughed again. “I know some large words myself. Anyway, 
the Observers remain unaware of my actions. I’ve slipped a 
chip into the camera recording in here so that all they see 
and hear is me working and not talking to their precious 
pet.” 
“What is a pet?” 
A shadow passed over her face. She shook her head 
gently and her voice became quiet.  
“You still have so much to learn. If you ever make it 
to Sheruwth, you will find out what a pet is. How are you 
feeling now?” 
“My condition has improved,” he said. He reached up 
and placed his hand on top of hers that held the cloth to 
his forehead. Warm. Alive. “Thank you. Your hand feels 
softer than the metal ones.” Her flesh felt similar to his 
own, yet different. Years of work had taken their toll on 
her hands. 
She glanced up at the wall where the mechanical arms 
were retracted and patted the side of his face with the 
cloth. He let go of her hand. She nodded to the wall above 
him, twisted her lips. 
 19 
“Though they’ve assisted you in learning how to walk 
and to get dressed as an infant they haven’t been good for 
much else,” she said. She rested her hands in her lap. “Is 
there anything that I can get for you?” 
The question put him at a loss for words; he had never 
been asked before. 
She smiled. “Or would you like a hug?” 
“Meaning to embrace?” 
“Laughter and a hug sometimes enhance the effect of 
medicine.” 
After his nod of consent, her arms enveloped him. He 
laid his head on her shoulder, a human pillow. Something 
had been missing his whole life and he finally felt like it 
was made right. She was warm, solid, exuding strength that 
flowed into him as if by osmosis.  
Her brown robe smelled of disinfectant like his 
bathroom smelled in the mornings, but her skin – how could 
he describe it? Two days before, Victoria had sent some 
plant samples for him to dissect and study. One flower, a 
gardenia, was strong, fragrant. There was something 
fragrant about the cleaning lady.  
“You smell pleasant. Will you come back again?” he 
asked. He thought, please don’t go. 
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“I will be back tomorrow. If you don’t take the gray 
pill on your food tray, you will hear me. I’ve been here 
every month since you were a baby. This isn’t the first 
time that I’ve held you.” 
He thought back to those hazy memories from childhood. 
A song in a minor key. Hush now my baby, beloved by the 
Most High …. 
“Then it is your voice I’ve heard in my dreams.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 21 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two: 
Nick 
 
 
 The drab walled city of Sheol surrounded the Complex 
like the spokes of a wheel around a hub, full of sprawling 
two-storied buildings uniform in a dull steel color and 
broken cement streets that dead ended at the barricade. 
Sheol used to be a military base before the Luddite War. 
Jared erected the walls as soon as he came into power to 
both keep people in and out; the part outside of the walls 
became known as the Outer Rim. Citizens of the city-state 
of Sheol had all of their basic needs met: clothing, 
shelter, a job, an anti-depressant with every meal, and the 
luxury of not having to think.  
 One year before Zahid talked to Ellen, a sleeper 
awakened in the depths of Sheol. 
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 The awakening began when Jessica pulled Nick by his 
ear into her living quarters. She flung him against the 
wall and shut the door. The only light in the room came in 
from the window behind him. Nick cowered when she turned 
back around. The woman looked like a wraith in her black 
uniform, her face contorted. The boy looked down at his 
matching gray uniform and remembered his place, his rights. 
The sarcasm returned. 
 “You hurt me. Educators aren’t allowed to touch us,” 
he said. 
 She leaned over and shouted into his face. “I don’t 
care, you little brat. Listen to me. Why can’t you stop 
when I ask you to?” 
 “I was joking,” he replied. His usual response when 
anyone in authority questioned him.   
 “You just don’t get it.”  
 He felt her breath on his face as she enunciated.  
 “You are actually one of the few smart ones and you 
just don’t get it,” she repeated. 
 “Why did you bring me here?” he asked. 
 “I want to show you what will become of you, what has 
become of most of us. I don’t know how else to get through 
to you.” Spit flew when she spoke. 
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 She turned on a light. The right side of the room 
contained a dining area and a doorway through which he 
could see a bed and dresser. But it was the left side that 
she turned him towards.  
 It held a huge monitor like the one they watched the 
morning address from the Ambassador on. In front of it was 
a large black leather chair. A keyboard and another type of 
gadget were on a small table beside the chair. He took a 
step back, simultaneously curious and afraid. 
 She grabbed him and pushed him into the seat. She 
said, “This… This is what you have to look forward to 
Nick.”  
 While she talked, a helmet lowered from the ceiling 
and seatbelt automatically secured him to the chair. He 
clenched the armrest.  
 With the flick of a button, the screen roared to life.  
He felt as if he was inside the screen, his body propelled 
by a force he could not explain, through a tunnel and over 
a hill. Or was it a mountain? The drop seemed endless. 
 All the while, he heard a sound like the motors from 
the air-conditioning units by the playground outside of the 
window in his room back in the Boys’ Ward. Except the noise 
wasn’t muffled; it screamed in his head. Pummeled by wind, 
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his face felt as if it was being stretched backwards. His 
stomach jumped into his throat.  
 The educator’s voice seemed to echo in his head. Anger 
was replaced by futility. 
 “Outside of work, this is the only life we have,” the 
educator said.  
 A curve and then another hill. I’ll be sick, he 
thought, it’s a game. He yelled, “I don’t like it. Make it 
stop. Change it.” 
 “The computer chooses what program to play. I have no 
choice in the matter whether I like it or not, just as I 
had no choice when it was decided that I was to be an 
educator,” she said. “Only here I can chose to stop the 
program.” 
 The steep descent stopped. Nick allowed himself to 
exhale. He realized that he had held his breath for most of 
the ride. “I feel dizzy,” he said. 
 “Motion sickness. Most of us get it the first time we 
play. You get used to it after awhile,” she said. “There 
are several games and you never know which one will be 
next. Some are more enjoyable than others. The novelty 
wears off fast.” The educator rubbed her eyes as if she 
were weary. “But they all involve some type of motion 
simulator.” 
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 His stomach back where it was supposed to be, Nick 
didn’t think he would ever get used to this type of 
recreation or life. “You can only play games on here?” he 
asked. “This is all you do?” 
 “We can logon to the virtual community,” she replied. 
She pushed a button.  
 The screen became pale blue with a line in the center. 
The line moved when a smooth, fluid voice emanated from the 
monitor. 
 “Welcome, Educator 84479. Will you resume your 
reoccurring role of Anna from Garrison? Her favorite 
virtual mate, Josh, is currently online,” said the 
disembodied voice.  
 “No,” said the woman, “I will be Cheryl in 
Brookstown.” 
 “Character identified,” said the online voice. “Would 
you like me to display her personal profile?” 
 “Yes,” said the woman. 
 “It will be one moment while I process your request. 
Please wait.” 
 On screen, the line became a wave. Nick thought for a 
moment. “When do you talk to other adults? In person, I 
mean,” he said. His conversations with classmates were 
usually dull, but since they lived together, there was 
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always someone around to talk to, pick on. No one else 
liked to pick, though. 
 “At this stage, just during educator conferences,” she 
said and pointed to the screen. “This is the only time I 
interact with other adults. Sort of. It’s the rare time 
that I’m not a title and number.” 
 Nick studied her appearance. She couldn’t be very old, 
he thought. She had come to his ward about four years ago, 
straight from training, we were told, so she was in her 
early twenties. But she appeared much older. Her black hair 
was pulled back in a severe ponytail. He had never noticed 
the color of her eyes before. They were hazel. 
 “What were you called when you were my age?” he asked. 
 A smile transformed her plain face.  
 “Jessica,” she said. “No one has called me that in 
years.” 
 The screen displayed a picture of a teenage girl and 
some statistics; name, age, occupation, and a personality 
description. Jessica turned it off before Nick could read 
all of the information. The helmet arose back to the 
ceiling and the restraints disengaged. He felt better. 
 “So you can either play games with a computer or live 
another life through a character online. And you work. 
That’s it?” asked Nick.  
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 “There is one more option,” she said, “but it is 
illegal.”  
 “I won’t tell anyone,” he said. 
 “At this point, I don’t care if you do,” she said. She 
went to the bedroom and returned a minute later with a box 
in her hands. “These are the stolen memories of a woman who 
lived in the time before on Earth.” She tapped the box. “I 
found it when I moved in here. They must have left it 
before the wall went up. And I didn’t bother to turn it 
in.” 
 “The time before? What do you mean?” he asked. She 
should know we aren’t taught history until age ten, he 
thought. 
 “Back when humans had partners and raised their own 
children together by themselves,” she said. 
 “Without help from the State?” he asked. 
 “Yes,” she explained, “When I use the apparatus, I 
relive this woman’s memories. You don’t know what it is 
like to swim in the ocean. I do. I’ve rocked a baby and 
fallen asleep in a man’s arms. She liked to cook. I 
experience her emotions; love, hate, hope, annoyance, 
happiness. I know what she was thinking and how she 
connected to other people.” 
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  What is she talking about? He thought. “Why are 
crying?” he asked. “Are you hurt?” 
  “You wouldn’t understand. You children don’t cry now 
because you are so drugged half of the time,” she said and 
put the box away. She kneeled down to look into Nick’s 
face. “Listen to me. The gray vitamin on your food tray is 
a drug. I’ve been watching you. You have a chemical 
imbalance and so the drug doesn’t affect you as much at 
times. If you provoke an educator again, they will increase 
your dosage. I’ve been throwing mine away; now I can feel 
again. You can change things for yourself. Learn to keep 
your eyes open and your mouth closed.” 
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Chapter Three: 
Alexandra 
 
 
 No friendly pedestrians traversed the grimy streets of 
the Outer Rim. No smiling faces peered out of the wreckage 
of abandoned buildings, residuals of the prosperity before 
the Luddite War, when Xica was almost destroyed and turned 
into pockets of civilization in the aftermath. No healthy 
community survived there, only the vestiges of those people 
determined to keep their freedom at any cost. Addicts 
roamed the roads freely and hid in every hole they could 
find. Farmers on the fringe of the town only came at 
certain times to certain places to barter with the three 
shopkeepers still in operation. These proprietors had 
weapons and were able to protect their businesses by force. 
Stores were the safest locale in the Outer Rim. 
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 A year after Nick awoke to the reality of life in 
Sheol, a survivor in the Outer Rim received an unexpected 
gift.  
Alexandra sat in the corner of the store in her usual 
place in the usual position; with her back to the wall, she 
faced the door. Her small hands worked deftly as she carved 
a pair of nunchakus.  
 Although the store was swept clean, it still gave the 
impression of being grungy and dirty. Paint pealed from the 
walls and well-worn wooden shelves. A part of Alex longed 
to fix it, but if Karl didn’t care, why should she. Karl 
stood behind the counter to her right with his massive arms 
folded against his chest and listened along with some 
others to the Missionary from Sheol.  
 “Do you like to struggle, to eke out an existence in 
this wasteland?” asked the Missionary. “In Sheol, the State 
provides a place for everyone and a job for everyone. What 
more could you want?”  His complexion looked extremely pale 
against his red robes. 
 A man in the crowd with glazed eyes and who twitched 
his head sporadically answered, “We do alright here in the 
Outer Rim.” He sniffed as he spoke, “We’ve got our 
freedoms.”  
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 “Freedom to do what?” replied the Missionary and 
looked at the needle marks in the man’s arms. “Shoot up? My 
friend, there is a better way.” 
 Alex hated the smug expression on his face. But then, 
every acolyte from Sheol looked the same way, with the same 
demeanor, she thought. It must be part of the uniform. She 
put her knife down and picked up some sandpaper to smooth 
the finish of her project. The noise attracted the 
Missionary’s attention. 
 “Look at this little thing, how old is he? Six or 
seven maybe? He could have a home in the Boy’s Ward of our 
community. We know what is best for children,” he said and 
smiled unpleasantly at Alex.  
 He looks like a wolf, she thought, but didn’t say a 
word. 
 Karl snorted. “She is eight years old and has a mind 
of her own.” His gravelly voice matched his colossal 
appearance. He rubbed the curly hair on his forearms.  
 “Are you her father or custodian?” asked the 
Missionary. “We could relieve you of the enormous burden of 
childcare.” 
 “No, she’s just my best worker. Why don’t you ask her 
if she’d like to go with you?” asked Karl with a snicker.  
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 Some of the customers backed away from the Missionary 
as he approached Alexandra. She coolly put the sandpaper 
away and pulled out a tack cloth to remove the dust off the 
cylinder of the nunchaku.  
 “So what do you say, little mite?” he asked her. 
 She winced at his foul breath. He was too close. Quick 
as lightning she was on her feet and had her knife in her 
left hand underneath his nose. He backed off and he started 
to reach for her weapon when she pulled a shooting star 
from her belt with her right hand and threw it. The sharp 
metal pinned his robe sleeve to a wall. 
 The crowd laughed as the Missionary ripped his 
clothing while he escaped before the child could reach for 
another weapon. Alex retrieved her star from the wall and 
brought the cloth remnant to a garbage can outside in the 
alley behind the store to be burned later. She hated to 
walk outside because of the stench of sweat and blood and 
other nastiness that prevailed.  
A dog appeared out of nowhere and trotted towards her. 
The greyhound looked friendly enough, his pant in a grin 
instead of a growl. She tentatively held out one hand for 
the dog to sniff, the other ready on a tonfa in case he 
proved hostile. He ducked his head to the extended hand, 
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nose twitching: accompanied by a wag of his tail he gave 
her a lick. She let go of the weapon. 
 “Are you looking for something to eat? I might be able 
to find some fat from the slaughter house for you if you 
stay here,” she said with a surprising gentleness. The 
greyhound didn’t look as if he had missed many meals. A 
woman approached her. 
 Alex immediately put her hand on her knife since the 
intruder was within throwing distance and then changed her 
mind, relaxed. There was something about the woman’s face 
that put her at ease. Maybe it was because she came across 
so much calmer than the marauding bands of women that 
roamed the streets of the Outer Rim. Her black hair, just 
beginning to turn gray, was pulled neatly into a bun at the 
back of her head and her brown dress was clean. She is 
definitely not from here, thought Alex as she looked down 
at her own grubby attire of a khaki pullover shirt and 
baggy tan pants. She rested her hand on her knife instead. 
I could be wrong, she thought. 
 “Spirit,” called the woman and clapped her hands. The 
dog turned and sat by Alex’s leg. When the woman smiled, 
her brown eyes sparkled. “My dog has found you.”  
 “He’s beautiful,” said Alex as she leaned down to 
stroke its straight short hair. “Is he a good watch dog?” 
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 “Oh, yes, he’s a great comfort to me,” replied the 
woman. She hummed softly.  
 “He doesn’t listen very well,” said Alex and patted 
the dog on the top of his head. 
 “He does. But what’s more important is that I listen 
to him. I trust his instincts completely,” she said. “He 
knows the way to Sheruwth better than I do.” 
 Sheruwth.  
 “The fortress by the ocean?” asked Alex. The woman 
nodded. “I thought it was a myth.” Supposedly it remained 
untouched by the Luddite war; more agrarian than 
industrial, where families lived together, and without 
guards because it was under the protection of some great 
man who existed before the Earthlings came. She thought he 
was made up, too.  
 “A myth is just a story,” said the woman. “Like 
history, most of them explain where we have been in order 
to know where we are going. Take that tonfa on your side 
for example.” 
 Alex was impressed. She knows the correct name of this 
weapon, thought Alex as she moved her left hand from the 
dog’s head to the narrow stick with the handle at the end 
of it tucked into her belt. 
 “May I borrow it for a second?” asked the woman.  
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Taken aback at first, Alex hesitated. I don’t why I 
should trust her, she thought, but I do. And I’ve still got 
my knife. She handed the stick over.  
The woman nodded her head in thanks and stepped back. 
Her melodic voice took on a rhythmic quality. 
 “Years ago on Earth, it was originally a handle for a 
grinder,” she said and placed the small handle facing 
downwards as if in a hole. Using the long part of the stick 
as a handle, she turned it around in a circle. “When the 
Samurais came, they took all of the people’s weapons away. 
In order to protect themselves, the farmers had to think 
creatively.” She stopped the turning gesture. “They turned 
their farming implements into weapons.” She tossed the 
tonfa into the air, caught it by the handle, clutched it to 
her arm, and then flung it out in perfect form. She handed 
it back to Alex with an extended arm. The spell was broken. 
 “I don’t entertain myself with stories too often,” 
said Alex. She glanced back and forth across the alley. 
“It’s not good to be out in the open for long.” The dog 
whined at her side.  
 The woman came closer. She kneeled to where she 
wouldn’t tower over Alexandra and waved her hand with a 
flourish in the dark alley. “This is open?” she asked 
sadly.  
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 Because of her tone of voice, Alex didn’t take offense 
to the question. “It’s all I’ve ever known,” she said.  
 “Spirit, it’s time to go now,” the woman called to the 
dog. He didn’t budge. “Looks like he doesn’t want to leave 
you,” she said with a chuckle. 
 “I could watch him for you,” said Alex. What’s gotten 
into me, she thought. 
 “And he can watch you, if you don’t mind.” 
 “He can stay with me. When will you return?” 
 The woman hugged the dog. She smiled as she stood up 
and said, “When it is time, he will find me.” 
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Chapter Four: 
Discontent 
 
 
 Zahid sat at his desk and squirmed in his chair as he 
typed. The room feels different now, he thought, even more 
empty. Someone had shared his space with him and now she 
was gone. He was alone again in his cave. His computer 
beeped because he had typed in the wrong answer. He rubbed 
his forehead. 
 Jared’s hologram pointed towards the screen.  
 “You’ve been making simple mistakes all morning,” 
Jared said not unkindly. He appeared to sit on the side of 
the desk. “Why are you so agitated? Are you still feeling 
discomfort?” 
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 Zahid cleared his voice and sat straight in his chair. 
He kept his eyes on the screen. “I am physically much 
better, thank you. May I ask you a question?”  
 “Certainly,” said Jared as he clasped his hands. “As 
my protégé, you know that it is my goal to share all of my 
knowledge with you in due course.”  
His smile seemed sincere from the corner of Zahid’s 
eye; it was charming, his most appealing trait. 
“Why am I here and not with other children?” 
There. It’s out, thought Zahid. He looked at Jared 
differently. 
Jared seemed as if he hadn’t heard the question 
correctly. For a change, he looked away as if to collect 
his thoughts and then turned back to the child. 
“You are a very special boy,” he said. “I created the 
Complex in order to ensure that our future leaders would be 
protected from all contaminating environments. There is no 
Xican blood in you. The Earthlings were the ones to bring 
the industrial revolution to our planet although many 
resisted. Our community is the only one left to have any 
pure descendants from Earth. Your ancestors were natural 
leaders. You are to be the ultimate authority for all of 
our leaders, just as I am.”  
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“So human companionship is a contaminating 
environment?” asked Zahid. Jared cannot possibly be 
serious, he thought. Have I ever doubt him before? 
Jared implored, “You were created to learn, Zahid. I 
personally oversaw the process of your conception from the 
genetic material preserved on the Earthlings’ ship. Those 
boys in Sheol are indolent. You are different.” 
“I am alone,” said Zahid. 
The statement reverberated throughout the room and 
landed in the hollow hole within his chest. He had never 
felt so alone. His existence was dwarfed by this man whom 
he had spent most of his days with, whom he had never seen 
in person, never touched.  
Jared lost his temper and shouted, “You lack for 
nothing. I craved solitude during my time in Sheol. I have 
provided you with everything you could possibly need, 
including my companionship.” 
So this is all about you, thought Zahid with disgust. 
“And have you forgotten about the other instructors 
brought in from time to time to complete your education? 
You are definitely not alone,” finished Jared. He wiped his 
red face with the sleeve of his orange robe. 
Zahid looked at the freshly pressed uniform that he 
wore. Nothing ever changes, he thought. I wear the same 
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type of white uniform everyday. Though there was no uniform 
in his closet now, he knew that tomorrow morning there 
would be a clean one waiting for him. It must be the same 
for Jared. 
 “Shall I continue with my test?” Zahid asked Jared.  
** 
 
In his office, Jared took off his holographic 
transmission headgear. He moved from the blue screen 
backdrop of the transmission area to the comfort of his 
upholstered desk chair behind his cherry wood desk. Shelves 
filled with books lined two walls of the room. On another 
world, in another lifetime, Jared’s office could’ve been a 
gentleman’s library filled with stodgy old men puffing on 
cigars and discussing the merits of some literary work, 
except for the presence of the projection equipment. It was 
a strange mixture of old versus new. New won out. The 
remaining wall contained a series of video monitors. He 
turned one on and watched Zahid finish the test.  
What has gotten into the boy, he thought. That virus 
must have upset his system. 
Jared pushed a button on the communications system on 
his desktop. Within a minute, a middle-aged man entered the 
office. His tan uniform was immaculate.  
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“Yes, Ambassador, how may I assist you?” asked 
Coadjutor in a precise manner. The lines across his 
forehead made him appear as if he frowned perpetually. 
“Have the pharmacist increase Zahid’s dosage on his 
evening meal tray,” said Jared. 
“I sincerely hope there is not a problem with your 
protégé,” remarked Coadjutor. The smirk on his face belied 
his statement. 
 Jared stared at him. The smirk disappeared.  
 “Thank you for your concern, but it is unnecessary. 
The boy has merely outgrown his medication no doubt,” said 
Jared as if to convince himself. “On another note, have 
Victoria and Wayne join me for dinner this evening. Have 
the chef add filet mignon to the menu.” 
 “It will be done.” Coadjutor gave a stiff bow and left 
the room.  
** 
 
 Karl returned from the slaughter house with a package 
in his hands and threw it on the counter. 
The Controllers will be here soon, thought Alexandra. 
Those robots could pass for humans if you didn’t know any 
better. “Did you bring a scrap for Spirit?” she asked and 
stroked the dog’s head. She hated to go to the slaughter 
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house herself, hated the smell of blood, and the sound of 
death. Yet she didn’t turn away any cooked meat when she 
had the opportunity to eat it.  
“Your dog will get his cut when I get mine,” Karl 
said. 
“You’ll have your needles tomorrow morning,” she said. 
Karl roared with a frightening laughter. “How do you 
manage to get in there, little one? I mean, they would 
rather send their mechanical police force to pick up meat,” 
he waved the package in the air, “than allow me to make a 
delivery.” 
Just then four men, in rust colored uniforms and stun 
guns at their sides, came through the door. Two of the 
Controllers drug a man in street clothes between them. He 
was obviously hurt. 
“We’re here for the order,” stated the Lead Controller 
in a flat voice. Usually only one of the robots spoke and 
the others remained silent. She wondered if they were 
cyborgs, if they had ever been human. 
“And so you are,” said Karl. “What’s wrong with him?” 
he nodded towards the stunned man. 
“He attacked us. He hurt himself during the struggle,” 
said the Controller.  
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Alex recognized the man, a small time drug dealer who 
used more of his inventory than sold it. 
“You can leave him here,” said Karl. “We’ll see that 
he is taken care of.” 
Probably wants his stash, thought Alex. 
But the Controllers had other plans.  
“He has decided to join us in Sheol,” said the 
Controller, “We must leave now.” He placed some money on 
the counter and Karl handed him the package. 
As they left, Karl let out a long whistle. “What a 
bunch of hypocrites.” 
“How can machines be hypocrites?” she asked. Maybe 
they were cyborgs. 
“I’m not just talking about them. I’m talking about 
the whole stinking city. We’ll never see that guy again,” 
he said. “He won’t last long.” 
“What will they do to him?” asked Alex.  
“They talk all of this noise about non-violence. But 
I’ve heard about their ‘counseling sessions.’” He took out 
his semiautomatic and laid it on the counter. “At least out 
here, you know where the bullets are coming from.” 
“You’re one of the few who has a gun,” said Alex.  
“It’s the only way I’ve kept my business,” he said. 
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“It’s the only reason I stick around here,” replied 
Alex. They both laughed. 
** 
 
 Nick ate his evening meal and thought about the events 
from yesterday. Something has got to change, he thought. 
 It started that morning when class was delayed for an 
hour. Everyone sat quietly except for the kid in the 
corner. He tapped his fingers on his desktop and kicked the 
seat of the desk in front of him. The boy in the chair 
didn’t flinch. It’s a good thing I’m not sitting there, 
Nick thought. 
The kid’s supposed parents from the Outer Rim had 
given the state control of him last week. The medication 
had subdued him for a few days but it seemed to have 
stopped working now.  
 Jessica didn’t come that morning. Instead, classes 
resumed when a young man entered the room and took his 
place at Jessica’s desk. 
 “I am now your permanent Educator 85929,” he said with 
the enthusiasm of a doorknob. 
 “Greetings, Educator,” the class replied in unison. 
 Nick was stunned. Ever since Jessica had given him the 
wakeup call last year, he saw her as a person and stopped 
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thinking of her as the Educator. They never referred to 
that evening again. Yet occasionally Jessica had told him, 
“Well done,” and whispered, “Don’t give up.” She even snuck 
him some extra food. The mush wasn’t tasty, but it staved 
off hunger. He knew there must be a way out and that 
Jessica would eventually show him. And now she was gone. 
 During the afternoon recreation session outside on the 
playground, the other boys milled about as usual, not doing 
much of anything. Three Educators watched the children. As 
soon as the young man moved away from the other two, Nick 
approached the new Educator and tried to look like the 
other zombies.  
 “What happened to the female Educator?” asked Nick in 
a deadpan tone. 
 The young man looked at him in surprise. When Nick 
started to drool, he seemed relieved, and answered the boy. 
“She is no longer with us.” 
 “She has been with us for a long time. Explain, 
please,” said Nick. 
 “I don’t know if you’ll understand this or not. They 
said she took her own life,” the Educator tried to say 
sympathetically. 
 Nick walked away before the man could see the tears in 
his eyes. It can’t be true, thought Nick. 
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 Suddenly, the new kid hit one of the men, Educator 
83820, and knocked the wind out of him.  
 “Whatcha gonna do about that? Huh? Come on,” the kid 
yelled. 
 When the man regained his breath, he went just inside 
the building to a communications center.  
 The other experienced Educator 81363 asked the kid, 
“Where is this aggression coming from? Why all of this 
anger?” 
 “You can’t hit me,” shouted the kid. “I know you 
can’t. It’s in the rules.” 
 The new Educator tried to impress the other one and 
said, “I believe someone is experiencing a chemical 
imbalance.”  
 Educator 83820 returned and the three encircled the 
kid. He told the boy with a smile, “The Controllers will be 
here shortly to bring you in for a counseling session.” 
 The kid retorted, “You can’t touch me. They can’t 
touch me. I’ve got my rights.” He threw punches that the 
Educators tried their best to avoid. 
 At least he learned how to fight in the Outer Rim, 
thought Nick. 
 Then the Controllers showed up.  
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Chapter Five: 
Escape 
 
 
 Zahid pretended to be asleep when a section of the 
wall dilated and the cleaning lady entered his room with 
her laundry hamper and supplies. The opening closed 
silently and without seams. He watched her through the 
slits of his eyelids. She hummed softly under her breath as 
she wiped the computer screen with a soft cloth. As she 
quickly cleaned the camera lens with one hand, she inserted 
a chip into the top of the camera. She turned to the bed. 
 “Are you awake, Sleeping Beauty?” she asked playfully. 
 He sat up in bed. “Sleeping Beauty?” he asked. 
 “You’ve even been deprived of fairy tales.” She shook 
her head slowly and sat down on the edge of the bed. 
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 “Jared doesn’t think I’m deprived of anything,” he 
said. 
 “There is a different life waiting for those who 
venture out beyond the Complex, Sheol, and the Outer Rim … 
beyond Jared’s world,” she said with a wistful look on her 
face. “Are you even allowed an imagination?” 
   He thought for a second; imagination: act or power 
of forming a mental image or creative ability. Mental 
image.  
 “Like a dream?” he asked. 
 “Yes, like a dream when you are awake,” she said and 
smiled, “It’s a conscious dream, a mental picture that you 
create and that you see with your mind’s eye.” 
 Zahid liked her smile and the feeling of security that 
it brought him.  
 “Poor darling.” She smoothed his rumpled hair. 
 “A different life. Were you referring to Sheruwth?” he 
asked. 
 Her smile became even larger. “Yes. Have you ever 
wondered about life beyond these walls?” 
 “Until last night, I didn’t know there was a physical 
way out,” he replied and pointed to the apparently seamless 
wall where she had entered. 
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 “It looks like a cave in here with all of these taupe 
granite walls,” she remarked, “At least it doesn’t smell 
like one.” 
 My cave, he thought. “When have you been in a cave?” 
He was intrigued by the idea. 
 “A long time ago.” 
 “Please describe it for me.”  
 Her voice took on sing-song quality of a storyteller. 
“It was dark, narrow at first; it smelled stale, stagnant 
as I got closer to the larger cavern where the pond was. I 
tripped on the rock floor that was jagged in several 
places.” She surveyed his room as if for the first time. 
“Yet that cave was more pleasant than this one because at 
least you could see the light from the entrance and let 
your nose lead you to the fresh air to get out. There’s not 
even one window to the outside in here.” 
  “My way out will be through my training with Jared.” 
“He would have you trade one cage for another,” she 
said and went off into a diatribe. “He would have you 
worshiped as a deity just as he has set himself up as one 
for the inhabitants of Sheol. Yes, he brought peace and 
order to that lifeless pit, but at what price? It cost them 
their freedom. And even in this silver-plated cocoon of a 
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Complex that he has created for his chosen elite, he alone 
is the only one with any type of freedom.” 
“Then, as his successor, I will be free as well,” 
Zahid. His reasoning sounded hollow even in his own ears.   
“When? As long as he is alive, you’ll just be paraded 
out as a puppet. And after he is gone, you’ll still be 
enslaved to this ego-centric mentality that he has tried to 
instill within you. You will feel compelled to carry on his 
doctrine because it will be the only thing you know to do,” 
she said. “And that is not true freedom.” 
Zahid followed her line of thought and did not like 
the outcome. The mental picture it created in his mind 
placed him constrained by the steel arms above his bed into 
a crushing restraint, as Jared’s face loomed in front of 
him, mocking him. He shook his head. 
 “I just had an unpleasant use of my imagination,” he 
said.  
“Your future doesn’t have to be that way. You’ve 
already made a change,” she said. “Since you are awake, I 
know that you’ve chosen not to be drugged into submission 
any longer.” 
Zahid thought about earlier in the evening when he had 
pretended to take his pill before he went to sleep. It 
stayed in the side of his mouth till he brushed his teeth 
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and spit it out when he leaned his head over the sink. He 
made sure it went down the drain before he raised his head 
again. He had never been so aware of the camera above the 
doorway in the lavatory. 
“Do you know how many people have access to the 
monitors in my room?” he asked. He hadn’t given the 
question much thought until last night. In fact, he didn’t 
realize that he could be watched at almost any time. The 
thought sent a shiver up his spine. 
“There are only three places; Jared’s office, an 
office they use for guest instructors, and the security 
room,” she said. “The one in the security room stays on all 
of the time. The screens constantly switch between yours 
and the other children’s cameras.” 
Other children. He hadn’t thought about them being in 
isolation as well. 
She continued, “There are usually three Observers at a 
time in the security room dedicated to watching the 
screens. Fortunately, I have some allies among the 
Observers who help me with the chips that I place into your 
cameras.”  
He didn’t want to think anymore about being watched by 
people he had never talked to, unseen ghosts that kept 
track of his limited movements. 
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“Please tell me about life beyond monitors and drugs,” 
he said. 
“For grownups, and even for some children, it’s not 
easy. You have to make decisions for yourself about 
everything; where to sleep, what to eat, how to provide for 
yourself … the list goes on. Some decisions are better than 
others, but you feel a sense of accomplishment because you 
have made them.  
“You experience a wide range of emotions. Although not 
always the case, the best ones are usually associated with 
relationships between family and friends. 
“And the relationship with nature, how can I express 
it? The taste of different foods and how some are similar 
but all are unique and to be enjoyed. The feel of dirt, 
sand, grass … each has a unique texture, a smell….” 
Zahid almost fell asleep trying to absorb all that she 
described to him. 
He suddenly interrupted her. “Can you help me escape 
should I decide to leave?”  
“Yes. But you have to be sure. Remember, I am only 
here for one week every month. I can help you get out of 
the Complex and tell you how to get through Sheol. The rest 
will be up to you,” she said gently. “I don’t mean to 
frighten you, but self-responsibility is essential. And 
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there will be consequences if I am caught. Do you 
understand?” 
He nodded his head.  
“Should you decide to leave, it can be as soon as 
tomorrow,” she said. “You’re a strong boy. I’ll do anything 
that I can to help you, except make the decision for you.” 
“I must contemplate the matter,” he said and lay back 
on his pillow. 
** 
 
Alex and Spirit arrived at the water drainage pipe 
outside the perimeter wall of Sheol just before sunrise so 
some light filled the sky. It was too dangerous to move 
about in complete darkness. 
She pulled a gray uniform out of a bag and put it on 
over her clothes after removing most of her weapons. She 
hid a few in her new outfit. The rest went back in the bag. 
Spirit whined as he watched her place the bag in a hole at 
the base of a nearby tree.  
“Don’t look at me that way,” she said. “Better to 
steal from them than anyone out here.”  
Spirit dropped his lank body by the tree. He didn’t 
budge. 
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“I won’t be long,” Alexandra said and disappeared into 
the cement pipe. An adult could not have fit through the 
tunnel. As it was, her shoulders touched the sides. The 
pipe wasn’t very long, but to Alex, it seemed like an 
eternity to make it through to the other side. At least 
there’s been no rain for a few weeks, she thought. 
A slit of light appeared at the end from the street 
ahead. She made sure no one was around then pushed up hard 
on the metal sidewalk cover. Alex climbed out and quietly 
put the cover back into place. Across the street was the 
dormitory for the Boys’ Ward of the Learning Center. Behind 
her was the Infirmary, her destination. 
She made her way to the back of the building to her 
usual hiding spot opposite the dumpsters. Within a few 
minutes, the back door opened for the workers to dump the 
trash cans. She slipped in unnoticed to the supply room. 
There she removed some hypodermic needles, a few from 
several boxes, so as to make her theft less obvious. A 
nurse entered the room. 
Alex hid behind some boxes as the nurse rummaged 
around for what she was looking for. Alex held her breath. 
The nurse noticed the shuffled boxes of needles. She 
straightened them out and muttered under her breath, “Those 
crack head Observers have been in here again. Not good 
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enough to take the pills like everyone else.” She finally 
left.   
Alex had to move quickly. Unless the workers decided 
to burn the trash early, she only had five minutes to get 
out.  
She slipped out the open back door unnoticed as the 
workers stared idly at the rising flames in the dumpster. 
** 
 
Nick peeked out of the window by his bunk bed early 
that morning. He idly watched the sunrise over the 
Infirmary across the street. Then his eyes were drawn to a 
speck of gray walking casually along the bottom of the 
building. He thought she must be a trustee from the Girls’ 
Ward on an errand. But then, what was she doing? She looked 
around first, pushed up on the drain pipe cover, and then 
disappeared. 
There’s my way out, he thought. 
** 
 
Later that day, Alex threw the needles on top of 
Karl’s counter. The store was empty for a change. 
“This isn’t enough,” he bellowed.  
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“There was a complication today,” she said, “I’ll have 
some more tomorrow.” 
She hated the thought of having to go back through the 
tunnel so soon, but it couldn’t be helped. 
** 
 
Nick ate his evening meal in the dining hall with all 
the other boys. The boys ate and conversed in the same 
manner, slow and lethargic. Nick looked down at his plate. 
Dinner consisted of the usual gray mush that matched their 
uniforms, and, of course, the pills.  
The new kid sat opposite him. What a change, Nick 
thought, the counseling session or the drugs must have 
worked. The kid didn’t say a word or move a muscle. He 
looked like he barely breathed; his chin rested on his 
chest. His food remained untouched.  
“Hey, kid,” Nick whispered, “you don’t have to eat the 
food, but you’ll get in trouble if you skip the pills.” 
The boy raised his head. A shiny dark circle ringed 
his left eye. “Yeah, thanks,” said the kid. He shoved the 
pills into his mouth and swallowed them without water. His 
chin went back into place on his chest. 
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Nick went back to his reverie of the day. I’ll 
probably have to get out around sunrise like that girl did, 
he thought. Most of the Educators are still asleep then.  
But how am I going to get out of the Boys’ Ward? The 
Ambassador’s evening address interrupted his thoughts.  
The huge screens above the tables blinked to life. 
Jared’s pleasant countenance appeared looking benevolent, 
his orange robe the only spot of color in the room. The 
boys’ conversations were replaced by a reverential awe and 
silence. Their eyes were glued to the monitors – except for 
the kid’s and Nick’s. When the kid didn’t look up Nick 
tried to discreetly get his attention. 
“Peaceful evening, future citizens,” said Jared. 
“Peaceful evening, all-knowing Ambassador,” intoned 
the crowd.  
“You need to respond,” Nick whispered to the kid. 
“He can’t hear us,” said the kid. 
“I know that, but the Educators can. Do you want to 
draw their attention?” asked Nick. 
“You are fortunate to be here,” said Jared in a sing-
song tone of voice. 
“Indeed we are,” replied Nick with the rest of the 
boys. He didn’t believe this anymore, but he wasn’t going 
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to a counseling session for not reciting the correct 
responses.  
The kid finally picked his head up again when an 
Educator passed by them.  
“The state will take care of you,” said Jared. 
The kid responded with the rest of the crowd, “You are 
our provider.” 
“And I represent the state,” said Jared. 
“You are the Ambassador of Peace,” the crowd 
responded.  
Nick and the kid continued the chant with the crowd 
unnoticed. The litany ended with three hand claps. 
The kid made a loud noise and spit into his mush.   
Great, thought Nick, and rolled his eyes.  
An Educator was there in two seconds. “Is there a 
problem?” he asked the kid angrily. 
“A bad taste in my mouth,” said the kid. 
I know what you mean, thought Nick. 
The Educator glanced at the boy’s tray and remarked, 
“Maybe you shouldn’t take your vitamins on an empty 
stomach. Try to eat something.” He walked away. 
The kid winked at Nick with his good eye. 
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** 
 
Zahid ate his evening meal of gray mush. For the first 
time, he tried to analyze its taste and texture and 
couldn’t think of any comparisons. He remembered what the 
cleaning lady had said about food having different tastes. 
What’s the purpose, he thought. Food is just to provide 
sustenance for the body. Should it be enjoyed? 
He looked at the tray on his table that Victoria had 
sent for his lesson earlier. It contained an apple and an 
orange. He had been told to cut the apple in half, to 
observe the difference between the skin, flesh, and core. 
The orange had been pealed to reveal slices in a circle. 
Victoria told him the fleshy parts of the fruits were 
edible and described them as sweet. 
Sweet; being or causing the pleasing taste typical of 
sugar, he thought.  
He smelled the apple and the orange. Both had pleasant 
aromas. The gardenia came to his mind from earlier in the 
week. It was agreeable too. 
A brown film had formed on the flesh of the apple 
where it had been cut. Victoria said this was natural and 
still edible. He bit into it. 
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Amazing how a piece of food can engage all of the 
senses, he thought. He heard the crunch in his head while 
chewing the piece of apple. This was good. Why couldn’t he 
have had this before? 
Jared’s image appeared in the room.  
“What are you doing?” he asked. 
Zahid put the fruit down. “This is part of my lesson 
with the Biologist.” 
“I know you have been discussing botany for the past 
few days,” said Jared. “But did she give you permission to 
eat the fruit?” 
“Not explicitly. I took it upon myself to investigate 
further–“ 
“Zahid, you are a bright boy, but until you are given 
permission to do something, please refrain your actions 
accordingly,” said Jared. 
“I meant no harm, sir. It’s just a piece of fruit,” 
said Zahid.  
“We went through this when you were four years old and 
I thought you had learned your lesson then,” said Jared. He 
crossed his arms and looked impatient. 
“With all due respect, I’m not an ignorant child any 
longer. You said I was created to learn. Why punish me for 
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doing so?” asked Zahid. Will he not listen to reason, he 
thought. 
“I will not tolerate insolence. Just do as you are 
told. End transmission,” said Jared and disappeared. 
Just do as you are told. Zahid thought about these 
words later when the cleaning lady arrived. He had his head 
underneath the cover and heard her soft hum. She went about 
her routine of inserting the chip into the camera while 
cleaning. 
“How often have you done that?” Zahid asked from 
underneath the covers. 
“More often when you were a baby, and every now and 
then after that,” she said. 
He sat up to look at her. “Why?” he asked. 
“So that I could rock you as a baby and read stories 
to you during your sleep as child,” she said and sat down 
on the side of his bed.  
“But why would you take that risk for a child who 
didn’t even know you were there?” he asked. 
“Because I knew it would be worth it someday,” she 
said. “I knew you were worth the effort.” 
“Why do you have so much faith in a child?” he asked. 
“You have so much more potential than to be trapped in 
this cave. Why so many questions tonight?” she asked. 
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“I want to leave.”   
She nodded her head. “Are you sure?” 
“Yes. I want to go to Sheruwth.” 
“It may take days to get there, even if you make it 
past Sheol and the Outer Rim.” 
“I have no logical reason to believe this, but I have 
a feeling that I will get there,” he shrugged.   
She smiled. “I believe you will. Trust me; help will 
come when you need it the most. I’ll get you out as soon as 
I’ve finished my work in here.” 
Within a half hour, Zahid took his place in the 
laundry hamper, underneath towels and uniforms. He made an 
air pocket in front of him. The cleaning lady had used an 
extra pillow and towels to create a bulge on the bed where 
he should be. He noticed the increase in his heart rate 
when the hamper moved then stopped before the door. 
“Are you all right, Zahid?” she asked. “This is your 
last chance to back out before I remove the chip from the 
camera.” 
“Please proceed,” he said then asked, “How did you 
know my name?” 
“I’ve always known it. Hush, now, no more questions 
till we are outside,” she said.  
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The cleaning lady wheeled the cart through the 
monochromatic halls till she got to the door of the 
security room. An Observer steeped out toward the direction 
of the restroom. She almost hit him with the hamper. 
“I am terribly sorry,” she said.  
When he looked up, she recognized him as her friend. 
She nodded a silent signal between them. 
He nodded back. 
She went down the hallway.  
Just as she reached the electronic checkpoint 
scanners, the power went out. The Guard stood up with his 
flashlight.  
“Peaceful morning to you,” she said. 
“Peaceful morning to you as well,” he said and shinned 
the light near her face. “Hopefully the power will return 
soon.” 
“Is it really necessary to wait that long? Surely you 
can inspect my cart yourself,” she said and smiled. 
While he poked the laundry with the flashlight, she 
held her breath. 
“Go ahead,” he said. 
She left the Complex and headed for the laundry 
center. “Not much farther,” she said underneath her breath 
to Zahid. 
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About ten minutes later she announced, “Arise and 
shine. I have to get something for you.” 
Zahid was glad to get out of the hamper; he wasn’t 
used to being cramped like that. The room around him was 
filled with noisy machines and piles of clean towels. The 
cleaning lady came around the corner with a gray uniform in 
her hand.  
“You’re going to need this one to blend in with the 
other boys,” she said. “Change in here.” She led him to a 
closet. 
After he swapped uniforms, she led him outside. Past 
the skyline of two-story buildings, his gaze was drawn 
upwards. A full moon retreated in the predawn sky. The dark 
blue of the late night gave way to a shade lighter closer 
to the horizon hinting at the promise of a rising sun, a 
new day. Tiny dots of light speckled fabric of the heavens. 
Those must be stars, he thought. So close and yet so far 
away. The moon appeared to sit on the city wall of Sheol. 
He remembered from Earth lore that the dark places were 
called maria –- singular, mare – and the elevated spots 
were the highlands. It was easy to imagine that there were 
mountains and seas on the moon. Earth may still exist 
beyond the stars.  
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“It’s so immense,” he said, breathing in the night 
air. It would take time for him to identify all of the 
smells assaulting his nostrils. 
She hugged him. “You’ll need to get through the Boys’ 
Ward first….”  
His mind trailed off as she gave him instructions. He 
felt sort of numb trying to take everything in. 
“But know this, we will meet again,” she said and 
released him from her embrace. 
“And what shall I call you when I see you again?” he 
asked. 
“Ellen will be fine,” she said. 
** 
 
Nick was awake early again that morning. What excuse 
can I use to get out there, he thought, and looked out the 
window. Then he turned his attention back to the dormitory 
room. He saw a boy walking slowly through the ward as if he 
were confused. At first he thought it was the kid from 
dinner. 
“Psst… get back in bed before you get caught,” he 
whispered to the figure who passed by him. 
The boy stopped and stared at Nick. Something is 
different about this boy, he thought. He was about Nick’s 
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height and build, but something about his demeanor made him 
seem older. He didn’t have the baby fat that rounded Nick’s 
face so fully. 
“Can you tell me where the infirmary is located?” the 
boy asked. He enunciated too precisely for his age.  
 That’s it, thought Nick. My way out. 
“Yeah,” said Nick. “You need to look a little sicker 
if they’re going to let us out, though.” 
The boy thought for a moment then doubled over as if 
in pain. 
“Outstanding,” said Nick. He slipped a uniform on and 
grabbed his only possession; a toothbrush. Into his pocket 
it went. Nick put his hand on the boy’s back as if to guide 
him. 
“Thank you very much,” said the boy. 
 A guard sat by the exit door. He addressed the boys 
when they approached. “What seems to be the problem?”  
 “He needs to go to the infirmary,” said Nick.  
 “I’ll call an Educator to escort you,” the guard said. 
 The boy groaned. Nice touch, thought Nick. “I don’t 
think he can wait. Unless you have a trash can handy that 
he can throw up in.” 
 The guard made a face and looked at his watch. “All 
right boys. Go on. But my shift changes soon so if my 
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relief questions you when you return, you had an Educator 
with you. Got it?” he said. 
 “No problem,” replied Nick. 
 The guard let them out. Nick got his bearings and 
figured out where the drain pipe was. Once they got to the 
street between the Boys’ Ward and the Infirmary, Nick 
stopped. “The entrance is around the corner. You can find 
it from here,” he said and hoped the boy would leave 
quickly. The sun was just coming up and he wanted to get 
out soon. 
 The boy scanned up and down the broken cement street 
then talked to himself. “She said it should be around 
here,” he said. He walked to the sidewalk cover of the 
pipe. “What is this?” he asked.  
 She, thought Nick. He must know the girl. He took a 
chance. 
 “Are you trying to escape, too?” Nick asked. 
 “Yes,” replied Zahid. 
** 
 
 Alex emerged from the tunnel to find Spirit growling 
by the tree. There were no trees in Sheol; just a big 
concrete mess. I bet it gets hot in there. She enjoyed the 
cool morning air knowing it would heat up soon enough.  
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 “What’s the matter?” she asked.  
 Spirit danced in front of the tree with his nose 
pointing in the air. She looked up and saw two boys in gray 
uniforms hiding in the branches. She didn’t meet many 
children in the Outer Rim in any more so she felt a little 
lenient towards them.  
 “Let them go, Spirit, as long as they didn’t take our 
stuff,” she said and retrieved her bag. Everything was 
there.  
 The dog backed off long enough for the boys to get 
down. One landed on his feet; the other didn’t.  
 “Don’t you know him?” asked the blond haired boy and 
pointed to the one with dark curls. 
 “Never seen him before in my life,” she said. 
 The curly haired boy looked to the other boy and 
replied, “I am perplexed about your question. Please 
elaborate.” 
 What a strange way for a kid to talk, thought Alex. 
The blond seemed agitated. 
 “Back on the street. You said ‘She said it would be 
here.’” 
 The boy scratched his curls. “I was referring to 
Ellen, the woman who helped me escape from the Complex.” 
 “No wonder you talk so weird,” said the other boy.  
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 Alex observed the boys and decided they weren’t a 
threat. If they were raised in Sheol, then she knew they 
couldn’t fight. She removed the gray uniform and placed her 
remaining weapons where they belonged. 
 The boys stared in silence for a minute. 
 “Well I’m not Ellen. You can call me Alex if we ever 
see each other again,” she said. “Have a good life.” 
 She turned to walk away when the curly haired boy 
called out. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Zahid 
and I am on a journey --.” 
 She walks on. 
 “To Sheruwth,” Zahid finished. 
 Her step faltered then she stopped. The dog tugged on 
her hand to pull her back. 
 “Where?” asked the blond. 
 Zahid replied, “Sheruwth. A city without drugs and 
where children live with families--.”  
 The other boy cut him off, “You’re kidding.” 
 Zahid shook his head. “My friend assures me it is 
true. But I need help finding it. Since you haven’t heard 
of it perhaps,” he turns his head back to Alexandra, “you 
could be of assistance?” 
 The dog pulled Alex closer to the boys.  
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 Alex assessed the situation. They are bigger than me. 
There will be three of us and the dog. It should be safe 
enough. “It looks like Spirit wants to. He knows the way,” 
she said. 
 “I had thought to go by myself. If you could make a 
map for me that should suffice,” said Zahid. 
 “No,” she said, “We’re safer together. But it will 
cost you.” 
 “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 “Me and my dog here will guide you for a fee. Got 
anything valuable?” she asked. 
 Both reached into their pockets. The blond brought out 
a toothbrush, the other one, nothing.  
 She rolled her eyes then noticed a chain around 
Zahid’s neck. He reached for it at the same time, took it 
off, and handed the medallion to her. 
 “Will this be sufficient?”   
** 
 
 After Jared finished the morning address, he touched 
the medallion around his neck then turned on the monitor 
for Zahid’s room.  
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 The boy’s morning food tray remained in the slot above 
the dining table untouched. Then he looked at the form in 
the bed.  
 Jared stormed over to the blue screen wall. “Begin 
transmission,” he said. His image appeared in Zahid’s room. 
 “Zahid, I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt 
and conclude that your new vitamins are too strong and made 
you over sleep. It would disappoint me to think that you 
are being insolent again about our discussion last night. 
Get up now.” 
 Nothing moved. 
 “Do you need some assistance?” he asked. He typed on a 
keyboard in front of him in his office. The mechanical arms 
descended from the wall to remove the blanket. 
 Instead of Zahid he found some towels and an extra 
pillow. Jared couldn’t breathe; felt as if he had been 
punched in the stomach. He checked the bathroom monitor. 
Not there either. Impossible, he thought. 
 Victoria’s image appeared in Zahid’s room. 
 “Where’s the boy?” she asked Jared. 
 The words felt strange coming out of his mouth. 
 “I don’t know. End transmission.” 
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 He went to his desk and pushed a button. Within a 
minute, Coadjutor was there. Before the man could speak, 
Jared barked. 
 “I want to see the Controllers immediately.”  
** 
 
 Alex brought Nick and Zahid to her home. It was a 
shabby but clean studio apartment. There was a bed, two 
chairs, a table, and not much else. Like the store, no 
matter what she did to it, it still looked dingy. The boys 
tried not to look too snobby when she invited them in. They 
each sat on a chair. 
 “You can stay here while I make my delivery and get 
some supplies,” said Alex. 
“Can the dog stay with us?” asked Nick. The journey to 
Alex’s place had left him trembling. A stench permeated the 
filthy streets of deteriorated blacktop, smudged with human 
and animal feces. They were empty at first, and then all of 
a sudden, intermittently, a dope-crazed fiend rushed out 
from the doorway of an abandoned building to attack. These 
men and women were emaciated wraiths, dirty gaunt faces 
wreathed in matted hair. Many were missing teeth from all 
of the acid they abused. Usually a flick of Alex’s 
nunchakus drove them back to their holes – but not all. She 
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had to break some wrists before they made it to her place. 
They avoided the marauding groups who traveled in packs 
down the streets by cutting through dilapidated buildings 
and alleys. The so called civilized folk stared with glazed 
eyes inviting others to join them on the stoop for a smoke. 
They’ll cut your throat as soon as you turn your back Alex 
told them. The actually decent people who lived in the 
Outer Rim rarely walked alone and knew how to fight.  
“It’s best if he comes with me. I don’t want anybody 
asking too many questions,” she said. “Bolt the door behind 
me and don’t let anyone in. I’ve got my key.” 
The boys looked confused. Zahid asked, “How does the 
door lock?” 
She stared at them for a minute, turned the bolt a 
couple of times so that they understood how it worked, 
shook her head, then left.  
Nick locked the door and said, “I wish she’d have left 
the dog.” 
** 
 
This is taking longer than I thought, reflected Alex. 
She had to go further out than usual to get the boys some 
clothes. She didn’t want to get them from Karl’s place, 
better if he didn’t know.  
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It was late afternoon by the time she made it to the 
store. She heard loud voices coming from within so she 
opened the door quietly, unseen.  
Four Controllers questioned Karl. The Lead Controller 
held a still-shot photograph of Zahid taken from the 
security camera in his room.  “I ain’t seen no kid looking 
like that around here,” Karl said then belched. 
“If you see him, please notify us,” a Controller said. 
“Why? Does he need a ‘counseling session’?” 
“No. He is lost and is probably in great danger. He 
needs our help.” 
“I’ll bet,” said Karl. 
“Do I perceive a threat?” said the Controller and all 
four reached for their stun guns. 
Karl pulled a shot gun from underneath the counter. 
“Are you bullet proof? Will your metal rust if it gets a 
dent in it?” 
The Controllers hesitated then put their guns back in 
place. 
Alex and Spirit went around back and waited for the 
Controllers to leave. It wasn’t too long before Karl opened 
the back door to throw out some garbage. 
“Alex. Where you been?” he asked. “I almost thought 
they were looking for you.” 
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“They haven’t caught me yet,” she said and reached 
into her pocket. “Here’s the rest of the merchandise.” 
“Come inside and I’ll get your money,” he said. 
“Keep the money. I need some other stuff,” she said. 
Karl looked taken aback. “You don’t want the 
hallucinogens, do you? I don’t mind selling it to the 
grownups, but you—” 
“Are you insane? I’m not that stupid. Look, I’ve got 
to leave for awhile. Do you have some food that will travel 
without getting messed up?” she asked. 
“You’re leaving?” he said and shook his head. He 
hesitated then spoke again. “Alex, you’re a good kid. And I 
don’t doubt that you can fend for yourself, but—“ 
“Don’t worry,” she said. She bent down and hugged the 
dog. “Spirit will be with me.” 
** 
 
The sun was starting to set. Zahid and Nick hadn’t 
eaten all day. Alex didn’t have any food in the house. And 
even if she did, the boys wouldn’t have known how to 
prepare it.  
I have so much to learn, thought Zahid after his 
stomach growled loudly. Nick looked pale. 
The doorknob turned then stopped.  
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“Alex, is that you?” said Zahid and went towards the 
door.  
“Stop,” whispered Nick. “If that’s her, Alex will use 
her key, remember?”  
There was a scratching sound at the door then, boom. 
The door flew open. A grungy man and woman stood in the 
doorway. Zahid jumped back. 
“Where’s the girl?” asked the man wildly then, 
“Where’s your stash?” screeched the man. He was missing 
some teeth.  
“What are you talking about?” asked Zahid. He thought 
he was scared earlier, but now, he was absolutely 
terrified. 
The man moved in while the woman guarded the doorway. 
Nick glanced around to see how they could get out. The only 
other room was the bathroom, without any windows.  
Zahid felt paralyzed as the man searched around the 
room. He opened drawers, pulled the bed up.  
“Everybody’s got one,” the man rambled. He picked 
Zahid up by the neck and shouted, “Where’s it at?” 
Nick jumped on the man’s back and hit him. The woman 
grabbed Nick by the hair and pulled him off. 
I’m going to die, thought Zahid as the man choked him. 
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** 
 
Alex saw her apartment door open. Spirit rushed in 
with a growl. She hid her bags underneath an overturned 
bucket and headed inside. 
Spirit pulled the woman off of Nick. Alex grabbed the 
woman’s wrist and torqued her to the floor. Spirit stood 
above her with all of his teeth showing in an angry snarl. 
The man heard the commotion behind him. He let go of 
Zahid and grabbed Alex in a bear hug. She curled her hands 
around his arms and took a bow. He flew over her head. She 
still held his wrist as he hit the ground hard. She twisted 
his wrist and forced him face down on the floor. He writhed 
in pain. She placed him in a sleeper hold. He went 
unconscious. 
The woman started to cry. Alex pulled her knife and 
held it to the woman’s throat. “Don’t follow us. Don’t make 
me kill you.” 
Alex turned to the boys. “Let’s go.” 
When they left the apartment, Alex reclaimed her bags. 
She threw the boys some clothes. 
“You can put these on in the next alley we come to,” 
she said. 
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Spirit rejoined them so they walked and found an 
alley. Alex checked it out first then turned her back as 
the boys changed. 
“Hurry up,” she said. “I want to get out of here 
before sunset.” 
“Why?” 
“That’s when the real freaks come out.” 
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Chapter Six: 
Journey 
 
 
In single file, Zahid, Nick, and Alexandra followed 
Spirit through the forest away from the narrow dirt road, 
the only clear path to the Outer Rim and Sheol. Years of 
leaves mulched on the ground underneath their feet. Under a 
canopy of green, they weaved in and out of the trees as 
Spirit led them. While some trees were squat, most were 
tall that reached into the sky to block out the fading 
sunlight of orange. They avoided the sections of thick 
brush overgrown with vines and other undergrowth. Seedlings 
sprouts survived, though some would never see the top. As 
the thicker gum-drop trees gave way to pine, they walked on 
needles. The pine trees were tall and thin with spindly 
branches and clusters of cones. Their smell reminded Zahid 
 80 
of Ellen’s disinfectant. Now more birch trees were 
interspersed with the pine. Eventually the children used 
small flashlights to light their way. Even at night the 
forest looked very green. Zahid felt weary. He had never 
walked this much in his life and his muscles ached. 
Spirit finally stopped at a brook. The stream cut 
through the forest with a roaring sound over smooth rocks. 
Dead tree limbs danced their way down the surface of the 
water. The dog took a long drink. Alex went upstream from 
Spirit and bent down on her knees and cupped the water in 
her hands to drink. Some dribbled over her chin and onto 
her neck. The boys wrinkled up their noses. 
“Is that safe?” asked Nick. 
“It looks unsanitary,” remarked Zahid. 
Alex pointed her light at the stream. “It’s clear, 
running water. And you have no choice unless you rationed 
the water in your canteens.”  
She knew they hadn’t. They still didn’t move. She 
rocked back on her heels. 
“We’ll camp here for the night,” she said. “You’ll be 
glad we did when you get thirsty enough.” 
Alex gathered wood and started a fire. The boys sat 
down as she passed out some food. They ate in silence. 
Zahid eventually brought his canteen to the brook. Alex was 
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right. The water had a mineral taste that he wasn’t used 
to, but it was cool. He drank until he felt bloated. When 
he returned, Nick spoke. 
“Alex, can I ask you something?” 
Zahid corrected him. “It’s may I.” 
“What?” said Nick. 
“You are physically capable of asking a question, 
therefore, the word ‘may’ should be used instead of ‘can,’” 
said Zahid.  
“I don’t remember asking you for grammar lessons.” 
“I was just trying to be helpful. Maybe Jared was 
right about boys from Sheol being indolent.” 
“The Ambassador?” said Nick. He looked over at Zahid’s 
medallion hung around Alex’s neck and recognized the star 
and flame. “You’re from the Complex. No wonder you sound 
like a computer. I’ll bet you had it easy in there.” 
“I imagine my life was more stressful than yours.” 
“Yeah, right.” 
Alex replied, “What were you going to ask me, boy?” 
“You can call me Nick. Anyway, did you really kill 
that man back there?” 
“No.” 
“It certainly appeared so,” said Zahid. 
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“He can come out of it. She just has to rub his throat 
for awhile,” said Alex. Spirit snuggled down beside her. 
“Is the woman familiar with that technique?” asked 
Zahid. 
“Trust me, she is,” said Alex. A wolf howled. Spirit’s 
hackles rose. “We’ll take turns keeping the fire going. 
Since you’re so talkative, you get first watch,” she said 
to Zahid. She used her backpack for a pillow and her light 
jacket for a blanket and went to sleep.  
Nick did the same.  
Zahid thought back through all of the events of the 
past days. He felt even more alone than he did back at the 
Complex. At least Jared never mocked him or made fun of 
him. Yet he was here, outside, at night. And he had dirt 
underneath his fingernails. His face was warm from the 
fire, his back slightly chilled from the night air. He had 
never thought of a temperature drop at night before, but 
then again, at the Complex, there was no temperature 
variation. Just the same filtered air. Zahid took a deep 
breath savoring every smell he could decipher; earthy 
smells from the dirt, a broken blade of grass, and smoke. 
Then he exhaled slowly. It was good to be outside. The 
flame; his curiosity got the better of him and put his hand 
as close to it as he dared. 
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He looked over at Spirit stretched out by Alex. The 
dog’s legs moved as if he were running. His breath came in 
short puffs followed by a little bark. Alex woke up and 
patted him on the back as the dog snorted and stretched.  
“Is he ill?” asked Zahid. 
“Nope. Just having a doggie dream,” she said then went 
back to sleep. 
Zahid resumed his smell contemplation. The dog had a 
musk of his own, Zahid noticed, that rubbed off on your 
hand when you pet him. He wondered if all animals were that 
way. Even Alex and Nick had their own subtle scents. 
Neither one smelt like Ellen. He hadn’t known Ellen very 
long but he missed her. 
The next day seemed to drag on. Zahid’s muscles 
refused to obey him at first and he could barely move much 
less walk. Alex recognized the problem and helped him to 
his feet. The soreness will wear off in about half an hour, 
she told him. We’ll walk slowly at first. 
They followed single file behind Spirit once more, 
carefully avoiding the road. They were in a clearing when 
they heard a whirring racket. Spirit barked, ducking 
underneath an oak tree that stood like a beacon in the 
field with its large sprawling limbs that touched the 
ground. Zahid had the urge to climb to the v of its massive 
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trunk so that he could somehow feel enclosed, safe, and 
then thought better of it. Instead, he crouched with him 
the others by Spirit till the noise passed.  
“What was that?” asked Nick. 
“At first I presumed it was a hydro-car,” said Zahid. 
“Jared only permitted some of the outside workers to bring 
them into Sheol, away from general view. Otherwise he only 
allowed very few solar-powered land-bound vehicles within 
the city. Or so I was told.” 
“I guess he didn’t want you guys to know you could 
leave. Anyway, a hydro-car can only hover ten feet above 
the ground. No, I think that was an airplane,” said Alex. 
“I’ve only seen one once before, but I’m pretty sure that 
was one.” 
Nick pushed Zahid on the back of the head. “Looks like 
the Ambassador wants you back.” 
Zahid glared at him. “Please refrain from hitting me.”  
“That wasn’t a hit; that was a push. I was just 
joking,” said Nick. 
“Stop playing, boy,” said Alex. 
Nick stomped his feet. “My name is Nick.” 
“Whatever,” she replied then turned to Zahid. “And you 
stop being such a baby. The boy didn’t mean any harm.” 
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They continued the rest of the day in silence as the 
boys sulked. 
It was dawn when the wolf came. Everything happened so 
quickly that it seemed a blur to Zahid. Nick’s scream woke 
him up, but he didn’t move. He thought the wolf 
magnificent, beautiful at first with its gray and white 
flecked coat and eyes the color of the sky yet so clear 
that you could almost see through them. Then its lip curled 
up to expose a row of white teeth between fangs. His heart 
stopped and he looked around. Alex and Spirit weren’t 
there. Nick jumped up to run then the wolf lunged for his 
arm. Nick hit the animal’s snout to try to make it let go, 
but it didn’t. He passed out quickly. 
The wolf loosened his grip to yelp when Alex returned 
and threw a shooting star at him. She threw another one and 
it ran away. Spirit came out of nowhere and chased the 
wolf.  
Zahid cradled Nick in his arms. He thought he was 
going to vomit when he looked at Nick’s wound and all of 
the blood. He asked Alex angrily, “Where were you?” 
“Don’t look at me like that, I had to pee.” She took 
her jacket out of her backpack to wrap it around Nick’s 
arm. 
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Spirit returned with Ellen behind him. Zahid and Alex 
both looked startled and relieved. Alex ran to her and 
hugged her while Zahid glared curiously.  
“Ellen,” said Zahid. He ignored Alex’s stare. 
Ellen gave her a quick squeeze. “Let me see the boy. 
We’re almost there,” she said to Zahid. She picked Nick up 
and ran. The others followed.  
About an hour later, they approached a mass of what 
Zahid thought was some foliage covered in moss and vines. 
Behind it was a stone wall not easily visible. Ellen 
staggered as they approached the wall. Alex and Zahid 
trailed behind. 
“I just can’t make it,” said Ellen as she and Nick 
collapsed into a pile on the ground.  
Spirit tried to nudge her up. Alex pulled Nick off of 
Ellen. He groaned in pain. 
Zahid panicked. “What are we going to do?” he cried, 
utterly helpless, then devoid of any feeling -– numb. Jared 
should’ve taught me first-aid rather than history. But 
Jared’s not here. 
A man on horseback rode out to meet them. Muscular, he 
wore a shirt of white linen and sand colored vest that 
matched his pants. His mustache and beard were slightly 
darker than his shoulder length pecan colored hair that 
 87 
rippled in waves. Zahid wanted to cry when he saw him. The 
white stallion and rider seemed to materialize out of 
nowhere. There was something about the man’s eyes. He 
didn’t realize how expressive a person’s eyes could be. 
Compassionate; showing or expressing affection or interest 
in another. He would ask Ellen later if that was the 
correct word. He didn’t know why this man seemed familiar, 
but felt relieved, exhausted, spent. 
He got off his horse and removed a water bottle from 
his side. He smiled at Zahid as he passed the boy to get to  
Ellen. Time seemed to stand still. Zahid thought, it feels 
like he knows me. The moment dissipated and the man patted 
Spirit on the head. The dog was excited, dancing around and 
barking, his tail moved his whole body. 
“Well done, my friend,” he said to the dog. He gently 
lifted Ellen’s head and gave her some water to drink. She 
opened her eyes. 
“Your Majesty?” she asked when she looked up at him 
incredulously, her eyes blinked violently. 
“Yes, Dear One,” he said. 
“The boy is bleeding,” she said when she figured out 
she was no longer holding Nick. Gently, without effort, the 
man put her on his horse with the care of a surgeon. She 
clung to the stallion’s neck. 
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Carefully, he picked Nick up; the boy rested his head 
on the man’s chest. His restlessness quieted down.  
He’s beautiful, thought Zahid. Majesty was no longer 
just a word for him, a symbol; it was embodied in this man 
whose eyes saw into his innermost being. A part of him felt 
ashamed. He didn’t want this man to see his faults. 
Those tawny eyes went from Zahid to Alex. “Can you 
walk?” he asked them.  
They nodded.  
“Welcome to Sheruwth,” he said. 
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Chapter Seven: 
Life 
 
 
Zahid and Alex sat one chair apart in the empty 
waiting room of the hospital. A little play area with toys 
occupied one corner of the room. On the opposite wall was a 
bookshelf full of books. Zahid had never held a book in his 
hand before because all of his reading had been done on his 
computer. When the receptionist came back he would ask for 
permission to look at one. This building was small compared 
to the Infirmary in Sheol. And it had a different feel to 
it thought Zahid, less imposing. Unlike Alex sitting across 
from him. She wouldn’t look at him.  
“Alexandra,” said Zahid. 
“Call me Alex.” She still didn’t look at him. 
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“I want to clarify a misunderstanding from this 
morning. I did not blame you for the wolf attack.” 
“Well how was I supposed to take it?” She bit the 
inside of her cheeks and looked like she was about to cry. 
“Please accept my apology.” 
 Ellen came in and sat between them. “I am so glad that 
you two have made friends.” 
 No one spoke for a minute. 
 Alex finally asked, “Who was that man who helped us?” 
 Ellen answered, “He is our leader.” 
 Alex’s ears perked up. Sheruwth turned out not to be a 
myth, so the man wasn’t either. She had thought he’d look 
much older. “What’s his name?” asked Alex. 
 “He has many names and titles, but we call him the 
Ancient of Days.” 
 The Ancient of Days thought Zahid. He didn’t look as 
old as Jared yet he seemed… timeless. The title suited the 
man.  
 The doctor, a tall man with thinning blond hair, 
joined them. “The boy is fine. He has a bite wound on his 
left arm and has lost some blood so we are going to keep 
him here for observation.” 
 “May we see him?” asked Zahid. 
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 “I’ve given him a sedative so he’s still asleep. It 
would be best not to disturb him right now. You can see him 
tomorrow,” said the doctor.  
 Ellen led the children from the hospital. Sheruwth 
seemed so green, organic thought Zahid as they walked the 
tree lined dirt streets. People nodded or said hello as 
they passed them. A few were on horses, everyone else 
walked. The buildings were evenly spaced, the facades 
varied between wood, rocks, and something else. “Ellen,” he 
said as he pointed, “what material is on that building 
right there?”  
 “That’s called stucco,” she said then rubbed the top 
of his head affectionately. “It is used more on the houses 
down by the coast because it lasts against the salt air.” 
 “When can we see the ocean?” asked Alex. 
 “You need to get settled in first, take a nap and get 
something to eat,” said Ellen. 
 They arrived at a large three-story building and 
entered a huge room with a high ceiling. It had several 
small seating areas which made the room feel intimate 
despite its size. Ellen escorted them to a couch then 
hummed as she brought them drinks. 
 Zahid took a sip, made a face, and then gulped the 
rest down.  
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 Ellen laughed. “Would you like some more lemonade?”  
 “Yes, please,” he said. 
 “There’s some freshly brewed tea that you might like 
as well. I’ll a little of both for you.” 
 Alex barely drank hers. “Where is Spirit?” she asked 
when Ellen returned. 
 “He wanted to visit with the Ancient of Days for 
awhile,” Ellen replied. “Zahid, you’ll be staying on the 
third floor and Alexandra, you’ll have a room on the second 
floor.” 
 Zahid thought for a minute then said, “I have no 
money. How can I stay here?” 
 “This is the Sojourner’s Hall. It is open to all. You 
can stay here for as long as you like. The first week is 
free.” 
 Alex asked, “Free? What’s the catch?” 
 Ellen said, “After that, you can sign up to do 
different jobs in order to pay your way. You can learn to 
cook, garden, fish, all sorts of things.” 
 Zahid looked at the small groups of people gathered at 
tables and couches around the room. “So all of these people 
come from the Outer Rim?” 
 Ellen nodded, “And from other places. Sometimes from 
Sheol when they manage to escape. There are other pockets 
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of civilization. When they sent airplanes close to Sheol, 
however, Jared had them blown up. Shot down out of the sky. 
The world is big and most communities don’t know about the 
other ones. Where do you think I got my hydro-car from?” 
 “You have a car? Where’s it at?” asked Alex. 
 “It broke down in a field about half way here,” she 
said. 
** 
 
 Underneath limbs and leaves in what at first seemed to 
be underbrush, four Controllers found what Ellen had so 
carefully covered. The Lead Controller spoke into a 
communication device. “Coadjutor, we may have found 
something.” 
** 
 
 Back in Jared’s stodgy office, Victoria sat across the 
desk facing Jared. She noticed how blurry his eyes were but 
knew better than to comment on such a minor thing. 
Coadjutor stood by the door like a butler.  
 Jared shook his weary head. He hadn’t gotten much 
sleep lately. “Why haven’t they asked for a ransom yet?” 
 “How do you know he was kidnapped? None of the others 
are missing” said Victoria. 
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 “What else could it be? Coadjutor, check our outside 
employee roll again to see who would have access to the 
children.” 
 “I never thought it was a good idea to hire outside of 
Sheol. You just don’t know where these people come from,” 
said Victoria. She wanted to rub this one in. Coadjutor 
nodded in agreement behind Jared’s back. 
 Jared put his elbows on his desk and rested his 
forehead in his hands. “We don’t have enough adult laborers 
right now. I have no choice.” 
 “Maybe if the suicide rates would go down in Sheol--” 
 Jared slapped his palms on the desk. “That’s enough. 
How dare you criticize my methods?” 
 Victoria took a chance and pressed on. “Not everyone 
wants to get paid in drugs, even if they are the 
hallucinogens that temporarily make them feel good.” 
 Jared became very quite and stared at her. She knew 
she had gone too far so she looked away first. He said, 
“Leave me.” 
 
** 
 Ellen brought Zahid and Alex to the beach late that 
afternoon. The walk was a pleasurable stroll; the sensation 
of sun and wind on his skin felt delicious, like putting an 
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ice cube in freshly brewed tea as he had just done back in 
the Sojourner’s Hall. They wore the short pants and thin 
cotton shirts Ellen had brought for them to wear. Ellen was 
dressed the same. She threw her arm over her wide-brimmed 
hat to keep it from flying. Alex looked like a little girl 
for a change, kicking a pebble on the path in front of her 
till the packed gravel gave way to sand. Ellen wouldn’t let 
her bring any weapons this time; Alex only agreed because 
she desperately wanted to see the ocean that she had only 
imagined before. The closer they got, Zahid noticed that 
the wind kicked up more, that it felt different, thicker. 
Then he saw it. The ocean. 
 He thought he was finally getting used to the openness 
of the sky but then he looked towards the horizon where 
water and atmosphere seemed to meet although he could tell 
they didn’t; the hard blue gray line of the water and the 
whiteness of the sky went on and on. The vastness of it 
overwhelmed him.  
 Ellen led them past dunes embedded with sea oats that 
held their own against the wind, down the white sandy beach 
to the shore where the water reached for them. No rocks or 
driftwood littered the shore, only sandcastles and people 
dressed in shorts and shirts. The water was a clear bluish 
color with a slightly green tint. Zahid could see schools 
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of tiny fish glide above ripples of sand underneath the 
water. Ellen waded in up to her knees. “Come on in. The 
water is warm,” she said. Alex followed her in with a 
smile. 
 Zahid hesitated because the water was cool at first on 
his feet. He became acclimated to the water then waded in 
further. Ellen caught his hand to steady his balance as a 
small wave crashed around them. Zahid looked at the clumps 
of people on the beach, some talking and laughing, others 
reclined on chairs and read, and some jumped in the surf, 
diving like dolphins. A little boy about five years old 
played near them in the waves. Zahid felt the water pulling 
him back as the wave retreated, his feet becoming embedded 
in the wet sand underneath him. 
 Ellen said, “We won’t go out any farther until you 
both learn how to swim.” 
 Alex asked, “Can we start today?” 
 The little boy by them threw up because he swallowed 
too much water. Zahid stepped closer to Ellen. The waves 
carried the vomit away in a constant effort to cleanse and 
renew as only the ocean could. He was the only one who 
noticed this incident. 
 Ellen shook her head. “The waves are a little too 
rough for that. Let’s take a walk.” 
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 As they strolled, Zahid noticed a group of children 
and adults hitting a ball over a net strung up between two 
poles. He saw two boys throwing an oblong shaped ball back 
and forth to each other. “What are they doing?”  
 “Playing games,” said Ellen. “Would you like to join 
them?”  
 “No, thank you,” said Zahid.  
 Ellen bent to become eyelevel with the boy. “What did 
you do in your spare time at the Complex?” 
 “I didn’t have any. When Jared or another instructor 
wasn’t there-- well their holograms anyway-- Jared gave me 
reading assignments. When I finished those, I went to bed.” 
 Alex asked him, “Did you ever play when you were 
little?” 
 “I don’t remember,” he said. He started to feel 
strange. “Ellen, would you object if I went back to my 
room?” 
 “Of course not. Can you find your way back?” 
 “Yes, thank you for asking. Excuse me,” he said then 
left. 
 Ellen and Alex watched him struggle against the wind 
as he left. “I didn’t mean to make him leave,” said Alex. 
 “You didn’t. Alex, he was shut up in a room all of his 
life until now. I didn’t know how he was going to react to 
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wide open spaces but he seems to be handling it pretty 
well. I’m sure he just needs to feel the security of four 
walls around him at times now that he is free to come and 
go,” said Ellen. “How about you? Would you like to play?” 
 Alex shook her head. “I used to play games with some 
kids when I was little. Then we were attacked.” 
 “What happened to them?” asked Ellen. 
 “Some were sold to the Missionaries in Sheol. Some 
were killed on the streets of the Outer Rim,” said Alex. “I 
started learning the martial arts when I was four so I was 
prepared and I escaped. I didn’t feel like playing much 
after that.” 
 Ellen put her arm around Alex’s shoulders. She thought 
the girl might pull away, but she didn’t. “Alex, you’re 
safe here inside the city walls now. I promise you no one 
will ever harm you here.” 
 “Just the same, I’d rather practice than play.”  
** 
 
Nick was released from the hospital a week later with 
his left arm in a sling. “He will be fine,” said the doctor 
and gave Nick a hug. Alex snorted in disbelief. Where she 
came from, not many people were “fine” after being 
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attacked. But then, antibiotics weren’t the drug of choice 
in the Outer Rim.  
A warm breeze glided across them as they walked the 
cobbled street back to the Sojourner’s Hall just before 
sunset. Ellen patted Nick on the back gingerly. “The human 
body is amazing with its capacity to heal, regenerate, and 
become new.” Like the ocean, thought Zahid. He watched as 
the world became golden with the sun’s fading rays and 
wished he could do the same. 
“Let’s go to the amphitheater,” said Ellen. A waning 
gibbous moon already greeted them from the sky. 
“What’s there?” asked Alex dressed in casual but clean 
clothes. Ellen had eventually talked her out of wearing her 
sword everywhere, yet she still wasn’t divested of her full 
armor. She wore her nunchakus as a necklace.  
Ellen answered with a smile instead of words, a 
mystery to be revealed. Spirit rubbed her hand with his 
long nose.  
Amphitheater; oval or circular structure with rising 
tiers of seats around an arena, thought Zahid. “Yes, I 
would like to see this place,” he said. 
Ellen stopped by her house to grab a lantern. On the 
street, Nick noticed that everyone else used lanterns as 
well. Zahid and Alex were used to this sight by now. “Why 
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don’t you use a flashlight?” asked Nick. He was fascinated 
with the one Alex had given them on their trip the week 
before. It seemed like a lifetime ago. 
“This lantern works just as well and gives a warm, 
cheery, natural light. Why waste solar power?” she replied. 
A crowd was going in the same direction now creating a well 
lit path. 
Natural light. Zahid thought of the florescent track 
lighting in his room back home at the Complex. Home; 1: 
residence 2: congenial environment 3: place of origin or 
refuge. Was that place really my home, he thought. 
A cacophony of noise greeted them in advance. The 
amphitheater was cut into the slope of a hill. Sectioned 
rows of cement benches staggered in a half moon and 
descended to a point where a stage rose six feet into the 
air with steps on either side. The place was littered with 
people talking everywhere full of smiles. Like a family 
reunion. Spirit ran on ahead into the audience. Everyone in 
town must have been there.  
Along the perimeter and throughout the place were 
hooks with many-hued lanterns on them. Ellen found an empty 
one to put hers on. The theater resonated with light and 
noise. Many people stopped Ellen with a hug. 
“So good to see you.” 
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“So these are the children.” 
Others simply greeted the children with, “Welcome to 
Sheruwth.” 
“We’ve waited a long time to meet you,” said several 
people. Nick enjoyed all of the attention. Alex hoped they 
wouldn’t hug her. They looked nice, but …. 
Ellen led the children down front closer to the stage. 
Three guitarists on stage began to play; they oscillated 
between two chords in a minor key. A flutist joined them 
with a simple melody. The crowd gradually found their 
places and started to sing, each their own song, in the 
same key. 
Zahid felt panic grip his heart. “I’ve never seen this 
many people before in my life,” he squeaked and ran back up 
the aisle looking wild. I’ve got to get inside he thought. 
He looked for a place away from the crowd. His breaths came 
shallowly. Then he saw a row of buildings just outside of 
the theater. He entered a room labeled NURSERY.  
Inside, a woman rocked an infant and hummed quietly. 
They were alone. Zahid dropped to the floor and clutched 
his knees to his chest; he couldn’t control his breathing. 
I’m going to die he thought. He knew the word for this. He 
had seen it in a medical dictionary he had found at the 
Hall. Hyperventilate; excessive rate of respiration. The 
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woman, still cradling the baby, sat down on the floor 
beside the boy. “Can I help you?” she said in a soft voice 
that matched her delicate features. With her pointed chin 
and nose she looked like a bird, a beautiful one. 
Ellen entered with a sigh of relief. She sat down on 
the other side of the boy and rubbed his back. “Take a deep 
breath. Now, let it out. That’s better,” she said. He 
concentrated on the sound of her calm, rhythmic voice and 
did as he was bid. His breaths came easier yet still fast. 
He finally regained his voice.  
“Why am I hyperventilating?” he asked no one in 
particular.  
“You’re having a panic attack,” answered Ellen. 
The Ancient of Days entered the room dressed entirely 
in white; he was almost blinding. Ellen and Abigail both 
bowed their heads and began to rise. “Your Majesty,” they 
said in unison. 
He smiled and lowered his hand. “Please stay seated,” 
he said. “I’ve come to see my mighty warrior Zahid.” He 
ruffled the boy’s hair. Zahid’s breathing evened out, 
became normal. The baby started to cry. 
“I think I want to go back, to my old room,” said 
Zahid. He didn’t know what he wanted. 
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The Ancient of Days kneeled down to stroke the baby’s 
cheek. “I think she does, too. Just a few months ago she 
was sheltered inside of her mother’s womb. What did you 
name her, Abigail?” he asked. 
“Zoe.” 
“Good choice. He name means ‘life.’ She has a chance 
to live and grow outside of the womb now,” he said. 
Zahid thought for a minute as he watched Abigail 
cuddle with Zoe. The woman is allowed to keep her baby? He 
felt a pang of jealousy. “She still has her birth mother. I 
never knew mine,” he said. She lived hundreds of years ago, 
he thought. Or at least his biological mother did.  
“You’ve never seen a baby before,” said Ellen. 
“Would you like to hold her?” asked Abigail. She had 
finally realized where Zahid came from. The whole town knew 
the story. 
Zahid looked at the baby and wanted to yet he was 
petrified. The Ancient of Days put his finger by the 
baby’s. Zoe instinctively wrapped her tiny little hand 
around his finger. It seemed so easy, thought Zahid. 
“I’m somewhat apprehensive at this moment that I might 
hold her incorrectly and drop her,” he said. 
The Ancient of Days caressed the tiny fingers. He 
said, “We understand. You’ll have another opportunity.” 
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Abigail put her hand on Zahid’s arm. “Please, stop by 
anytime. She has two brothers that you might find 
entertaining as well.” 
Zahid saw the sincerity in the woman’s eyes. “I’d like 
that,” he said. 
Zahid and Ellen rejoined Nick and Alex in the theater. 
“Why does Zahid get all of the attention?” muttered Nick to 
Alex. She ignored him. He got over his sulking quickly. The 
music was livelier now; more musicians were on stage. The 
crowd danced and clapped. There were still some clusters of 
conversation. Nick looked like he was having a good time 
while Alex made an attempt to clap in time with the music. 
“You okay?” asked Alex after she nudged Zahid with her 
elbow. He nodded and they heard a shout. 
“Nick, is that you?” 
Nick looked up to see his former teacher, Jessica. She 
was all smiles and looked great having gained some weight. 
“I can’t believe it,” he yelled. They embraced and she 
squeezed his chubby cheeks. “They said you had killed 
yourself,” he said. 
“Educator 84479 died,” she said. “I faked my death and 
escaped when they brought my body bag out to the desert to 
the funeral pyre. I’m so glad you made it out, too. Guess 
what?” 
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“You can hit me now?” guessed Nick. 
She tapped him on the forehead. “No. I don’t have to 
put up with little brats like you anymore. I’m going to be 
a computer programmer. I’ve almost finished my training 
now.” 
Alex chimed in, “They don’t have many computers around 
here.”  
Ellen replied, “We don’t need very many. We don’t rely 
on them the way they did in the Time Before. But they have 
their place and Jessica will have her work cut out for 
her.” 
Nick stared at the woman who had taken a huge risk and 
opened his eyes in Sheol. “I’m happy for you. Seriously.” 
Jessica smiled. “You’ve really grown up within the 
past year.” 
Zahid watched the exchange in silence. During the 
first full day of their trek to Sheruwth, each had shared 
their story, although Zahid didn’t elaborate much with his. 
Nick had been surprised to hear that Zahid ate the same 
mush they did. The only difference was that Zahid was 
merely sedated at night while all of Sheol was drugged 
constantly –- to keep the violence down, said Jared. When 
Zahid was back at the Complex, his thoughts never strayed 
much to think about the inhabitants of Sheol, the people he 
 106 
would eventually rule if Jared’s plans had continued. He 
wasn’t cognizant of how controlled their lives were, how 
similar they were to his own. Zahid was coaxed back from 
his reveries by the change in music in the amphitheater.  
The tune was similar to the one played earlier when he 
had panicked. Now he let the music wash over him, cleanse 
him of his memories and experience the moment. Now a woman 
joined the band and sang a lovely melody. Now the audience 
sang with her. Now Zahid started to cry because he heard 
Ellen’s beautiful voice and remembered her timbre from his 
dreams.  
But now he wasn’t dreaming. He was here, in the open, 
underneath only the dark blue sky sprinkled with stars, 
with a throng of people he never knew existed less than two 
weeks ago and who openly welcomed him, listening to their 
song. They sounded like the waves of the ocean, a unified 
melodious roar.  
The song was over and each continued to their own song 
as they had done before, different yet within the same key 
of the two minor chords played. The result was harmonious, 
like the chimes on Ellen’s porch; some sang low, others 
high enough to reach the few clouds that drifted by, like 
bells; some sang softly, almost under their breath, whereas 
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others sang loud enough to wake the forest. It was 
beautiful.  
Ellen sang with her eyes closed, in a separate world, 
but only for moments. Zahid noticed that others did the 
same. She sang about Him Who Sits on the Throne and the 
elation of being able to join him beyond the mountains one 
day. Some sang of the terrible price paid for their 
liberation, others about their love for the Most High. 
Zahid tuned his ear back to Ellen. As he listened to her 
song, he felt transported to an ethereal place, surrounded 
by light, where he was embraced and immersed in a wave of 
love that he didn’t want to end.  
The Ancient of Days appeared on stage and received 
immediate applause, a standing ovation that lasted for what 
seemed like forever to Zahid. A remnant of the wave of love 
still clung to him. He felt content, so safe that he really 
didn’t pay much attention to what the Ancient of Days said 
during the rest of the meeting. Nick shook his arm. 
“Did you hear that? The Ancient of Days said we could 
stay for as long as we wanted to. He said a family could 
adopt us,” Nick said. He was jumping up and down with 
excitement. Nick hadn’t seen much of the place except for 
the hospital, but he really liked the doctor, and he knew 
he wanted to stay here.  
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Alex was hard to read. She really wanted to believe 
these people. She was torn because there were so few people 
she could believe. Only Karl, really. And now Ellen seemed 
okay. I’ll give it some time, she thought. 
Zahid embraced the idea of making this his home. Here 
was a chance for a new life; even though he wasn’t so sure 
hours earlier, he had to take this chance. He could feel 
the security of this community surround him –- and he liked 
it, didn’t feel trapped.  
Before they left, the Ancient of Days came to them. 
“The offer is made; you only have to accept it,” he said. 
Nick smiled in return.  
Zahid responded, “But I don’t deserve to be here.” 
“No one does,” said the Ancient of Days. “I’ve made 
the provision for you.” He looked at Zahid’s medallion 
around Alex’s neck. She had her head down.  
“May I see your decoration?” he asked. 
Alex took the chain off and placed it in his hand. The 
Ancient of Days studied the medal and spoke, a lyric 
quality in his voice. “How you have fallen … O light-
bringer and daystar: therefore I have brought forth a fire 
from your midst; it has consumed you.” 
The medallion came to life, burst into flames. The 
Ancient of Days closed his hand. When he opened it again, 
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the medal was as it had been before; he returned the chain 
to Alex. She put it in her pocket and didn’t wear it again. 
The wind kicked up during the walk on the gravel path 
back to the Sojourner’s Hall. Again, Zahid allowed himself 
to experience this moment. He was in awe of how quickly the 
wind could change, how fierce it could feel one second, how 
soft the next, barely caressing his skin. He looked up 
between the pine trees and noticed how bright one star was, 
that its light never flickered. That’s a planet, he thought 
as he remembered his astronomy lessons. And the moment was 
gone. He thought, let me never take moments like these for 
granted. 
When they reached the Hall the children plopped down 
on a couch while Ellen went to find a room for Nick. Zahid 
thought about the work he had signed up for tomorrow – 
gardening. “I won’t give you more than you can handle,” 
promised his future instructor. Alex dozed beside him.  
Nick thought everyone was too quiet so he decided to 
pick on Alex by acting like he was going to hit her. She 
watched him through the slit of her eye. 
“What are you doing?” asked Zahid. 
“Trying to see if the Ninja is awake,” said Nick. 
After the fifth time, she grabbed his good wrist and 
torqued him to the ground. Her voice was calm but edgy. 
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“You need to stop. I’m only going to tell you this once. If 
you keep playing with me, one day, I’m going to hit you. 
And if you hit me back, you had better knock me out. 
Because if you don’t, I’m going to hurt you or even kill 
you,” she said then let him go. 
Nick rubbed his wrist with his hand in the sling. “I’m 
just joking,” he pouted, “You can’t take a joke.” 
Alex looked like a panther waiting to pounce. “I’ve 
had to fight my whole life. And I don’t take jokes very 
well. Now go off and sulk like a big baby,” she said then 
thumped him on the forehead. “Just remember what I said.” 
Nick ran off to find Ellen. Zahid looked at the little 
girl curiously. She had a lot of power packed into that 
tiny form. “Would you really kill him?” he asked. 
She rested her chin in her hands, elbows on her knees. 
Her reply was slow and measured, “I don’t know. I guess if 
I was going to kill anyone it would be my so called 
parents.” 
“You knew your parents?” he asked. He knew in Sheol 
that reproduction was done by in vitro fertilization and 
then implanted into one of the appointed Surrogates who 
carried the fetus till birth. Then the child was raised in 
the Infants Ward until age five. Jared said it was better 
if a citizen didn’t get attached to just one caretaker. 
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Within the past few years, he knew most pregnant women in 
the Outer Rim turned their children over to Sheol so they 
could continue their drug use without having to pay 
attention to a child. It was rare that a parent kept her 
child in the Outer Rim. And Alex had never mentioned either 
one before. 
Alex looked back at him. “You remember the couple who 
tried to kill you and Nick?” 
He nodded.  
“They claimed to be my parents, but I never believed 
them, even when I wanted to.” 
“Was that their living quarter?” 
“No. I kicked them out the year before.” 
“Why did they claim you?” 
“They could use me; taught me how to be a pickpocket.” 
“Did they teach you how to fight?” 
“Some, but not all,” she said and sat up. “You ready 
to learn?” 
** 
 
Zahid met Alex on the beach the next afternoon. His 
first morning of garden work exhausted him but he felt 
energized. He enjoyed the sun’s warm rays on his back. The 
breeze from the ocean helped to cool them off. A fishy 
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scent was particularly strong that day. Seaweed washed onto 
the shore. She went through a series of upper body basics 
slowly at first. “Got that?” she asked. He nodded. 
She sounded like a drill instructor and shouted, 
“Right foot forward, lunge punch. Move.”  
The warm sand flew under his bare feet. Zahid jumped 
into position, expelling the wind from his lungs by yelling 
the appropriate “Kia.” 
Alex walked all the way around him to inspect him. 
“Good form. You learn quickly,” she said. 
“This is strenuous but very enjoyable,” he replied. 
Nick ran up to join them and straightened out the 
sling on his arm. “Ellen told me you’d be here. Can you 
show me, too?” 
Still in position, Zahid said, “It might not be 
prudent until your arm is completely healed. I would not 
advise it.” 
“Zahid’s right,” said Alex. “I don’t want you crying 
about getting hurt.” 
Nick looks down at his sling. “I wouldn’t cry.” 
“And I’m not going to give you the chance to either,” 
she said then ignored him. 
Nick pouted, “Why is he so special?” and left, sand 
flying behind him. 
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Zahid relaxed. “I’m afraid you came across rather 
harsh.” 
Alex, still angry from the night before retorted, 
“Don’t judge me. I don’t care where you came from; I’m your 
teacher now.” She watched thunderclouds roll in across the 
water. “Let’s try to get through a set before the rain 
blows in.” She sniffed the air. “I wonder what fall smells 
like around here.” 
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Chapter Eight: 
Family 
 
 
Fall days turned into winter months and spring time 
appeared again. They were the best Zahid had ever known. 
Although the winters were mild in the seaside city, Zahid 
grew to appreciate what each season had to offer, how the 
land adapted to the changes in the environment. Beside 
growing vegetables for the community garden, he planted 
royal purple and burgundy pansies in the fall and pink wave 
petunias in the spring. Some of his fall snapdragons 
survived through the winter; he admired their tenacity.  
Zahid accepted Abigail’s invitation to join her 
family. He now had two little brothers and a baby sister. 
Abigail was patient with her new son and, as his teacher, 
was surprised at how easily he analyzed data and learned 
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new concepts. In Sheruwth, all children learned the basics 
at home, supervised by the parent who was home that day. 
Abigail’s husband died while she was three months pregnant 
so she worked at home, teaching the children in the 
morning, and then tending to her seamstress business in the 
afternoons. After the children reached a certain level of 
learning, they attended seminars to supplement their home 
schooling. This level varied with each child. Nick really 
liked this mode of education so different from the one he 
had known in Sheol. He was adopted into the doctor’s family 
as an only child and quickly adjusted to having a room of 
his own. He often spent time with Jessica and her new 
husband. 
Abigail was concerned with Zahid’s lack of interest in 
attending the seminars although she didn’t discourage his 
avid gardening. The Ancient of Days reassured her, “Let him 
be. He is learning from his surroundings now instead of a 
computer screen.” 
“Yet he loves books, the way they feel, and smell, and 
look.” 
“I know. Don’t worry. Let him learn about practical 
matters now.” 
Alex chose to remain at the Sojourner’s Hall, still 
distrustful to an extent, never letting her guard 
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completely down. She had lessons at the Hall and worked 
down at the dock to earn her keep. On a wagon, she hauled 
sacks of fish, shrimp, and crabs to the Hall where they 
were cleaned and cooked for the evening meal that the 
community shared. The children soon got used to these meals 
together. Families and strangers alike gathered at long 
tables in the huge dining hall to share food and 
conversation. 
Zahid was surprised the first night that the Ancient 
of Days didn’t join them. “He’s gone to see his father. He 
will return,” explained Ellen.  
“Where is his father?” asked Nick. At this point, he 
was still getting used to this concept of family. 
“Beyond the mountains,” she replied.  
Alex whispered to Zahid, “I don’t remember seeing any 
mountains.” She asked Ellen, “What’s his father’s name?” 
“Him Who Sits on the Throne.” 
Zahid remembered Ellen’s song at the amphitheater and 
then tucked the thought away; he wanted to ask her about it 
someday.  
Alex rolled her eyes. “Why can’t he have a regular one 
word name?” she asked. 
Ellen pulled Alex’s chin up with her fingertip to look 
her in the eyes. “I could just as easily call you, ‘Helper 
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of Humankind.’ That’s what your name means. You will grow 
into your name; they have already achieved theirs.” 
Zahid liked to spend time with the Ancient of Days, 
especially at the beach. He listened transfixed to the 
timber of his voice, even while being reprimanded. “When 
your mother asks you to do something, do it without 
complaining.” 
“But I don’t know how to wash the dishes,” said Zahid. 
He knew it was an inadequate excuse. 
“You will learn quickly. Abigail is a patient teacher. 
Remember, a true leader is a servant.” 
Zahid became very good at washing dishes. He 
volunteered once a week to help clean up after the evening 
dinner at the Hall. Alex usually ate with Ellen at Zahid’s 
table and Nick’s family frequently joined them. Nick often 
commented that they were better company than the boys at 
Sheol ever were during group meals.  
 Since the spring evening was cool, the windows were 
opened in the hall to allow the breeze to blow through. 
People who were cold natured sat at the tables closest to 
the large fireplaces at the north and south ends of the 
room. Zahid thought about how this setting had been 
repeated throughout the centuries, on Earth and on Xica, 
with vary little change. The scene reminded him of Beowulf, 
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the very old story from Earth he had been reading at night. 
It was a rare annotated copy of a book brought over on the 
Ship. He wondered if the book belonged to one of his 
biological parents. “I don’t recall if I have ever 
expressed my pleasure before at partaking of this evening 
community custom. I find it thoroughly delightful,” he 
said. 
 Nick chimed in with a mouthful of potatoes. “I know. 
This is so much better than the gray mush we used to get at 
Sheol. You know what I hated the most during meals?” The 
others shook their heads. He swallowed and washed his food 
down with some lemonade then smacked his lips. “I hated 
that stupid litany we had to chant twice a day.” 
 “Jared often referred to the call and response but 
never recited it for me,” said Zahid. He enjoyed the 
lemonade as much as Nick but refrained from smacking his 
lips. 
 “I still can’t get used to you calling the Ambassador 
by his first name. But then, I don’t have to be scared of 
him anymore either. He’ll never find this place.” Nick 
proceeded to make up an unflattering jingle about Jared as 
he left to fill up his plate again. 
 Alex asked Zahid quietly, “Do you ever think about 
him?” 
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 Zahid answered honestly, “At times. He was almost a 
father to me. After all, he’s the one who chose my genetic 
material.” 
 “I guess Karl was the closest person to a father that 
I’ve had. I know he was just nice to me ‘cause I could 
steal stuff for him, but still,” she said with a yawn and 
stretched. 
 “I understand how you feel. Without Jared, I wouldn’t 
exist. I wouldn’t be the person that I am today,” he said. 
 “You’re not the same. You still talk like a robot 
sometimes, but you’re not helpless anymore,” she said. 
 Zahid leaned back in his chair and replied as Nick sat 
down across from him, “I never feared him as the citizens 
did.” 
 Nick said, “He didn’t scare us all the time. When you 
first saw him, you were in awe of him. You wanted to 
believe that he could see you through that screen. It 
wasn’t until the Controllers had a counseling session with 
someone that you figured out he was evil.” 
 Zahid said, “He wasn’t entirely evil.” 
 Before he could say anything else, Alex commented, “Is 
anyone?” 
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 Nick took a bite of baked fish. “Think about it, 
Zahid. You’d still be locked up in that room, lemonade 
free, if it was up to him.” 
 Zahid felt defensive, “He thought what he was doing 
was in my best interest.”    
 Nick retorted, “The Ancient of Days doesn’t have an 
evil bone in his body. He wouldn’t lock you up like that.” 
 Zahid let the subject drop. 
** 
 
 Jared sat in his office full of creature comforts but 
could find none. Tired with puffy, glazed eyes and new 
lines on his forehead, he looked as if he were in a trance 
while Coadjutor played the part of pendulum and walked back 
and forth in front of the desk. The great leader uttered 
the question that had haunted him for months. “Where could 
they have taken him?” 
 Coadjutor jumped at the sound of Jared’s voice, glad 
to finally get a response. He spoke in a modulated tone. 
“It has been months, Ambassador. Someone would have 
contacted us by now if they were looking for a ransom.” 
 “I refuse to believe that he is dead.” Jared’s 
shoulders slumped. “I don’t know what to think anymore.” 
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 Coadjutor saw his chance. “May I suggest, Sir, that 
you focus your attentions on other matters? Think of your 
health. Maybe you should consider training another person 
to take the boy’s place.” 
 “Impossible,” he moaned. “Zahid’s genetic material 
came from The Ship, from the parents of Zeke.” 
“You mean?” 
“His bloodline is pure, straight from Earth.” 
 “How?” 
 Jared sounded impatient, more like his old self. “Each 
passenger was required to have reproductive specimens 
frozen. I was only able to salvage one specimen from each 
parent. There are none left. I was fortunate that the 
fertilization occurred at all the first time.” 
 “So are all of the other children…?” 
 “Yes, there is no mongrel Henotes among them. There is 
no Xican in them.” 
 Coadjutor felt like had found the missing piece to the 
puzzle. “I am sorry, Sir. I was unaware of how important 
the distinction between Earthling and Xican blood is since 
we are all human.” 
 “The Earthlings brought superior technology to this 
rural planet.” 
 “I agree, yet in effect, they caused the Luddite War.” 
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 “We live on a planet of fools.” 
 “In spite of that, you have managed to surround 
yourself with the best minds on this planet. Maybe you 
should consider one of these persons to become your 
successor before it is too late.” 
 “Too late?” 
 “You don’t want to wait until you are completely blind 
before --.” 
 Jared cut him off angrily, “Do not refer to my 
condition again. Since I can still see, I suggest you get 
out of my sight before I decide that I no longer need your 
services.” 
** 
 
 Zahid often took his new siblings to play at a 
secluded spot on the beach during the warm days that 
followed spring. The sky was light blue without a cloud in 
it. Butterflies danced over the waves of the clear water. 
Five-year-old Josh and three-year-old Caleb could have 
passed for twins except for their height; both had coal 
hair and coffee eyes, but Caleb still had some of his baby 
fat. They played a game of blind man’s bluff along with 
Alex. Zahid had a handkerchief blindfold tied around his 
eyes and swatted at the boys as they first poked then ran 
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away from him. Spirit decided to join them for the day and 
nosed Zahid’s arm every chance he got. “That doesn’t 
count,” Zahid said and rubbed the dog’s head.  
Zoë was one years old now with a smidgen of strawberry 
blond hair atop her round face. Abigail dangled the girl 
above the cold ocean water. The baby squealed in delight, 
eyebrows arched, a look of sheer joy in her eyes as a wave 
caught her toes. In another month, the water would be warm 
enough to swim in comfortably. Abigail loved summertime. 
She watched Zahid as he played with the boys and noticed 
that his olive skin was getting even darker. Nick still 
remained pale because he didn’t like to go outside too 
often. She looked over at him sitting by himself on a log 
often used for a bench. He was unusually quiet today. She 
said, “Come on, Zoë, let’s go walk on the beach.” 
 Abigail stood Zoë up on the shore. The baby took a few 
steps then crawled toward the group of children. She was 
full of sand by the time she reached them. Alex was the 
first to see her approach. “Zahid,” she laughed, “Your 
girlfriend is coming to see you.” 
 Zahid took the blindfold off and picked the baby up. 
He swung her around gently and they laughed together. As 
soon as he stopped, Josh and Caleb ran to him with arms 
raised. Josh said, “Swing me, too.”  
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 Caleb gave Josh an elbow, “Me first.” 
 Zahid caught his breath and replied, “Whoever can 
count to one hundred first gets swung first. And Josh, no 
cheating; you can’t count by twos.” 
 Alex hooted while Caleb and Josh almost knocked Zahid 
down trying to get his attention. She shouted to him 
playfully, “How does it feel to be adored?” 
 “Jared planned for me to be venerated from afar. I 
don’t think he had this in mind,” he said and shook off the 
boys. Zoë liked the commotion. 
 Alex turned thoughtful. She said, “Have you thought 
about the conversation from last night?” 
 He nodded. 
 She said, “Does a part of you still miss him?”  
 The boys tackled him again. When he managed to steady 
himself, he looked Alex in the eye and quietly responded, 
“Yes.” 
 Abigail joined Nick on the log. He had a strange look 
on his face. “Why don’t you join the others?” she asked. 
 His eyes became glassy. “I don’t think they want me 
to. Not when they have his royal highness with them.” He 
kicked his foot back against the log. Sand flew. “I didn’t 
realize before that he was to take the Ambassador’s place.” 
 During the past months, Zahid had revealed very little 
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about his life at the Complex to Abigail. “What do you 
mean?” she asked. 
 Nick kicked the log again, this time in a rhythmic 
pattern. “Back in Sheol we were taught to worship Zahid 
even before we saw him. Twice a day we recited, ‘and the 
one who comes after me will hold our destiny.’” He kicked 
the log harder. Abigail placed her hand on his knee to calm 
him. He stopped and said, “I can’t believe that is Zahid.” 
 Abigail watched a torrent of emotion wash across the 
boy’s face. She simply said, “Was.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Zahid doesn’t hold your destiny. He escaped from that 
path. Like you, he’s just a little boy finally being 
allowed to play.” 
 “But everybody likes him. Even stuck up Alex over 
there,” he said as he fought back tears and nodded to the 
group of children. He got up and walked away, spraying sand 
in his wake. 
 “But Nick, we like you too,” Abigail shouted after 
him. He didn’t break stride. 
 Abigail debated about going after him and then decided 
he needed time to calm down. She would call the doctor 
later to check on him. 
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 Nick wiped the angry tears from his face on his way 
back home, but he stopped when he got to the Sojourner’s 
Hall. He hesitated then went in.  
 He found himself in Alex’s room digging through a 
drawer and then –- there it was. The medallion of a star 
engulfed in a flame. Into his pocket it went. 
 At home, he left a note reminding his parents that he 
had their permission to spend the night at Jessica’s house. 
Jessica wasn’t home when he got there. He left a note for 
her saying that he couldn’t spend the night.  
 Instead, he borrowed a horse from the communal pasture 
and rode. He rode out of the city headed for Sheol. This 
trip was quicker, different from the last one; he didn’t 
bother to hide in the forest but took the dirt road 
instead, only stopping because the horse wouldn’t go any 
further without some rest and water. He dozed fitfully. 
When he awoke the next morning, the horse was gone. Hunger 
plagued him the rest of the way to the Outer Rim where he 
was stopped by the Controllers. He held up the medallion 
and said, “Take me to the Ambassador.” 
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Chapter Nine: 
Betrayal 
 
 
 Nick sat in a chair in front of Jared’s desk with 
Victoria by his side. She was as beautiful as Zahid had 
described her to be and she had given him food and drink as 
soon as he had arrived.  
Even though he looked much older than Nick remembered, 
Jared still gave an imposing impression from behind the 
massive desk. The man held the medallion almost on top of 
his nose in order to see it better. How strange, thought 
Nick. 
“I didn’t know Sheruwth really existed,” said Jared. 
Nick said, “It’s difficult to see if you’re not 
looking for it, the road is so narrow, but….” 
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** 
 
That night, the amphitheater hummed with the usual 
cacophony of the weekly town gathering. Lanterns increased 
in number as more people showed up and the area was 
illuminated with a warm glow. The guitar players tuned 
their instruments on stage. As soon as he got there, Zahid 
broke away from his family to join Jessica and Alex down at 
the front. He asked them, “Where’s Nick?” 
Jessica leaned her head to one side as she looked up 
at him. “Since he didn’t spend the night with me last night 
I thought he was with you.” 
Alex suggested, “Maybe he is with Ellen.” 
Jessica shook her head. “This is her week to work at 
the Complex. They haven’t suspected her yet.” 
Zahid sat down in between them. “You know, the whole 
time I was there, I didn’t understand that Jared had other 
children in isolation as well.” 
“You got most of his attention,” said Jessica. 
Alex caught sight of them first; her hackles rose. She 
caught Zahid’s arm and whispered, “Look.” The four men in 
rust colored uniforms brought back old memories.  
“It’s the Controllers,” said Jessica. 
 129 
They stood at the entrance of the amphitheater and 
surveyed the place. Zahid read the Lead Controller’s lips: 
“No weapons. This should be quick.” The man locked eyes 
with the boy and the Controllers moved in unison toward 
Zahid. All of Zahid’s happiness drained from his face. He 
thought, why now?  
As more people noticed the strangers, conversations 
halted. Thunder rumbled in the distance over the ocean. The 
musicians had stopped tuning their instruments to erect the 
temporary covering for the stage when they observed the 
four men marching toward the front. The Ancient of Days 
intercepted the Controllers’ path. 
“What is your business here?” 
The Lead Controller responded, “We have come to 
retrieve a lost boy.” The voice was hollow, mechanical. 
“I see none lost here,” said the Ancient of Days. 
Zahid felt relieved and scared at the same time. He didn’t 
want any trouble. 
The Controllers pulled out their stun guns in unison. 
Their leader said, “Do not make us use force.” 
The crowd was silent now and they moved away from the 
standoff, giving the strangers plenty of room; all eyes 
were on the Controllers. 
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The Ancient of Days raised his hand, his palm facing 
the intruders. 
Within a heartbeat, the Controllers dropped their 
weapons when they fell back as if thrown by an invisible 
force. They looked surprised as they tried to reorient 
themselves to get up. 
Although his response was soft, it reverberated 
through the amphitheater and drowned out the rumblings of 
the sky. The Ancient of Days said, “Go.” 
The Controllers found their feet and walked backwards 
as if pushed yet no one touched them. Pellets of rain 
accompanied them out of the city. 
Back in Jared’s office, they explained the situation 
with great difficulty. Nick sat in the corner, relishing 
every bite of the steak he was eating. Jared’s brow 
furrowed and he massaged it. He said, “We will have to use 
some other means then.” 
Nick wiped his mouth on his sleeve and chimed in. 
“They allow strangers to stay at the Sojourner’s Hall.” 
Jared looked in the boy’s direction, “Tell me about 
it, my pet.” 
 
 
 
 131 
** 
 
Dressed in gray pants and a black shirt, Coadjutor sat 
with the inhabitants of Sheruwth in the Great Hall for the 
evening meal. He looked uncomfortable and almost jumped 
when Zahid offered to take his plate to the dish room. At 
the table behind him, he overheard Jessica and Abigail 
speaking about Nick.  
“I’m worried about him. I never thought he would run 
away,” said Jessica. 
Abigail shook her head. “He was upset the other day at 
the beach.” Zahid appeared and she thanked him when he 
reached for her empty plate. To Jessica she said, “Maybe we 
should search for him. Zahid, will you be able to watch the 
children for me tomorrow?” 
He nodded. “I’ll make sure they complete their lessons 
and then I’ll take them out to the beach during the 
afternoon.” 
  The next day, Coadjutor watched Zahid and the 
children from a distance on the beach. He didn’t care much 
for the sand or salt air, but he knew he wouldn’t be here 
for long. A seagull dropped out of the cloudy sky to squawk 
at him. He flapped his arms at the bird to make it go away. 
It didn’t work. 
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Zahid tried to break up a fight between Josh and 
Caleb, two little grappling machines who wrestled on the 
sand. Spirit barked at the boys. Two bodies in motion, they 
could not stop. Zoë sat on the ground and cried at the top 
of her lungs. 
Zahid got tired of tugging and shouted instead. “Zoë, 
stop crying already. Josh and Caleb, if you don’t quit 
fighting, we’re going home right now. Spirit, just go.” 
The barking ceased and Spirit left. The juggernauts of 
childhood energy started to roll toward the ocean. Caleb 
yelled, “He started it.”  
Josh replied, “I’m gonna tell.”  
Frustrated, Zahid threw Zoë on his hip. She still 
screamed and slapped at his face with her tiny hands. He 
pulled Josh off Caleb and stood between them. He held 
Caleb’s arm before the little one could tackle Josh again. 
“Don’t touch him and I mean it.” 
Josh ran off ahead. Caleb squirmed. “I want to run 
with Josh.” 
Zahid shouted to the boy, “Josh. Stop running. I don’t 
I’ve ever used the word ‘stop’ so much in my life.” 
Coadjutor spoke to Zahid as the mob approached. “Makes 
you want to be by yourself.” 
Zahid said, “Yes, it does.” 
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“Someone else needs you more than these kids do.” 
Zahid halted. “Who are you?” 
“Meet me here tonight if you can get away from. I have 
news about your lost friend.” 
Zahid ushered the crew on. Caleb spat at the man as 
they left. 
Later that night, Zahid found the man in the same spot 
he had left him. A full moon hung over the rippling waves 
with the promise of a storm to come. Zahid took a deep 
breath then asked, “What do you want? Where’s Nick?” 
Coadjutor rubbed his hands together. Zahid thought he 
looked like a cricket. “I have a proposal for you,” said 
the man. 
“I’m listening.” 
“Because of the stress of your disappearance, Jared 
had a stroke and is going blind,” he drawled, “He is dying 
to see you, his perfect child, his obsession.” 
Zahid felt a physical blow. “Blind? I never wanted to 
hurt him. I just wanted to leave.” 
Coadjutor spat the words out, “You never appreciated 
how good you had it. I would’ve given anything to trade 
places with you. And now I have a chance.” 
“Explain.” 
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“Come with me. Let the Ambassador see you one last 
time. Then you can convince him to train me as his 
successor.” 
“Why should I help you? And you still haven’t told me 
about Nick. Is he ill?” 
 “Help the old guy. You can always come back and bring 
the boy back with you. I swear it to you.” 
“Nick is with Jared?” Zahid had an uneasy feeling when 
he asked the question. 
“He is well taken care of. He eats like a horse.” 
Zahid agreed because he had to find out if Nick was in 
any danger. He followed the man to a field outside the city 
walls. The full moon gave ample light. The forest loomed 
ahead. He had mixed feelings about returning through the 
forest, how it could be comforting and terrifying at the 
same time.  
Coadjutor said, “My car is in a field up here.” 
“Jared wouldn’t let you use a hydro-car?” 
“The Ambassador distastes flying vehicles; they seem 
to be the only type of technology he doesn’t embrace.” 
Zahid considered the word embrace; 1: clasp in the 
arms, 2: welcome, 3: include. He thought of Abigail and 
lagged behind. “I forgot to tell my mother that I was 
leaving. I’ll be back.”   
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He turned to go when Coadjutor grabbed him from 
behind. “You’re coming with me.” 
Zahid figured out it was a trap. “You lied to me.” 
“Not entirely.” 
Zahid struggled as the man drug him across the field. 
Then he remembered his lessons with Alex. He relaxed and 
let go of the tension in his body, allowing himself to 
become dead weight. He fell to the ground. 
“What’s wrong with you?” said the man. 
Zahid jerked the hand that held him. Coadjutor lost 
his balance and fell. Zahid pounced on him like a panther 
and hit him hard in the stomach. The blow knocked the wind 
out of the man. While Coadjutor struggled to regain his 
breath and footing, Zahid escaped back to Sheruwth. 
** 
 
Coadjutor thought it best to wait till dawn to report 
to Jared in his office. He showed up before Jared, still 
dressed in street clothes to give the impression that he 
had just gotten back. He hoped to get away with this little 
detail since he had failed in his mission. Nick sat in a 
corner eating a breakfast of eggs and ham. Jared rested his 
forehead in his hands, elbows on the desk. 
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“So he does not want to return?” he asked, knowing it 
was a statement, a fact. 
“It doesn’t seem so.” 
Jared’s face contorted and he hit the desktop in 
anger. Nick dropped his fork. 
“I created him. And this is how I am repaid?” 
Coadjutor said, “I don’t understand this ingratitude 
myself, Ambassador. Someone needs to pay.” 
“The woman will.” 
Nick dropped his plate this time. “You’re going to 
kill Ellen?” 
Jared responded, “I would never kill anyone. However, 
accidents happen. Hydro-cars break down.” 
Nick sniffled as he tried to clean up the mess of his 
breakfast on the floor. It was just as well that he spilled 
it because he had lost his appetite. He thought, what have 
I done? By the time he was finished, the Controllers were 
in the room. Jared pointed in his direction.  
“Bring this boy to the mines. He has eaten enough of 
my food already.” 
The Lead Controller seized Nick by the arm and his 
plate fell again. He hauled the boy through the corridors 
of the Complex. An Observer stepped out of the security 
room and intercepted them.  
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“The Ambassador needs you to report to the Boy’s Ward 
in Sheol. Your coworkers are already there. I will take the 
boy from here,” said the Observer, a tall man with wavy 
blond hair. 
The Controller relinquished his captive quickly.  
Once Nick and the Observer got past the checkpoint and 
made it outside into the open air, Nick tried to reason 
with the man. “You don’t have to take me to the mines, you 
know. Maybe we can work something--.” 
“You’ve said enough already. Ellen is probably already 
dead. We’ve got to help her if we can.” The Observer 
scowled at him and jerked him along. 
“I never meant for anyone to get hurt.” 
“You should have thought of that before you told Jared 
about Ellen. Good thing you didn’t know that I helped or 
they’d have sabotaged my hydro-car, too.” 
Nick thought for a second. “So we’re not going to the 
mines?” 
“We’re going to Sheruwth.” 
Under normal circumstances, Nick would’ve been excited 
about his ride in a hydro-car since he had never been in 
one before. Once they were outside of Sheol’s city wall, 
the wheels retracted and the silver machine arose in a 
straight vertical line ten feet into the air, then flew. 
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Nick looked down into the wasteland that was the Outer Rim. 
Some men in torn clothes threw rocks at them. That happens 
often, said the Observer. In a manner of seconds they 
hovered over the dirt road that leads into the forest. They 
got closer to where Sheruwth should be when they saw the 
smoke.  
They landed by Ellen’s vehicle on the road, a heap of 
twisted metal. Ellen was on the side of the road in the 
grass, full of blood. The man and boy sprinted to her side. 
She was still alive. The Observer told Nick, “Stay with 
her. I’m going to get help, Ellen, hold on.” The man took 
off in his car. 
Nick wasn’t sure what to do. The side of Ellen’s 
uniform was soaked, her face pale, eyes closed. He gently 
cradled her head in his lap as Zahid had done for him so 
long ago. She breathed shallowly but opened her eyes. 
“I’m so sorry,” the boy cried. He tried to keep his 
tears from dripping on her face. “I didn’t know you were at 
the Complex this week. I never thought he’d hurt you. I 
just thought he wanted Zahid back.” 
“Hush, child,” Ellen whispered, “What he meant for 
evil will turn for good.” 
Nick cried in silence and stroked Ellen’s hair until 
the Observer, the doctor, and the Ancient of Days arrived 
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on foot with a stretcher. Nick was afraid to look at his 
adopted father, even worse still, the leader of Sheruwth.  
The adults placed the stretcher on the ground next to 
Nick and Ellen. After an attempt to stanch the blood flow, 
the doctor gave the nod to move her and went to her feet. 
The other men kneeled by her middle and head. Nick glanced 
up when the Ancient of Days lifted Ellen’s head from his 
lap. He saw tears in the man’s eyes, but the look he gave 
him didn’t condemn him; instead it said I know you’re 
hurting. 
“On two,” said the doctor. “One. Two.” 
The men placed Ellen on the stretcher in a fluid 
motion. She looked up to see the Ancient of Days brushing 
the hair from her face with his fingers. “Your Majesty, is 
it time?” Her voice was weak. 
“Sleep, Beloved,” he said and kissed her forehead. She 
breathed easier. He wiped a tear from his cheek and got 
into position to carry the stretcher. The Observer grabbed 
the handles by her feet. On two from the doctor, they 
lifted her and walked, Nick and doctor following them.  
 Nick didn’t say a word during the short walk back to 
Sheruwth. In fact, no one did. As they entered the city, 
pedestrians made way for them asking, “Is that Ellen?” When 
the men answered with nods, some followed. As soon as they 
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reached the hospital, the doctor put his hand on Nick’s 
shoulder. “Go home for now. I’ll send for you later if she 
survives the surgery,” he said without looking at the boy.  
** 
 
Although many visitors wanted to see Ellen, it was 
decided that the children should be allowed to be with her 
in the tiny infirmary room. The space could have been a 
cozy bedroom in someone’s home with its floral wallpaper 
and lacy curtains, except for the hospital bed and the 
monitor and I.V. attached to Ellen as she slept. Zahid sat 
on the side of her bed with her hand in his. Alex and Nick 
sat in chairs at the foot of the bed while Spirit lay on 
the ground by the side of her bed opposite of Zahid. Ellen 
opened her eyes when she heard Zahid hum the lullaby that 
she sang to him as a baby. 
Zahid spoke softly, not knowing what to say. “How are 
you?” 
“Well,” she said just as quietly. “I’m so tired.”  
Zahid could see it in her eyes, the lines above her 
brow. She appeared so frail. 
Alex stood up and approached the foot of the bed. Her 
eyes were bloodshot from crying all afternoon. Zahid 
realized he had never seen her cry before and watched in 
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wonder as she sobbed into Abigail’s shoulder in the waiting 
room. He had offered her the only consolation he could 
think of; he had stroked her hair. Now, her voice was 
hoarse. “Please, don’t try to talk. You need your rest so 
you can get better,” she implored. 
The corners of Ellen’s mouth turned up in a weak 
smile. “Where’s Spirit?” 
“On your right side,” said Zahid. 
Ellen moved her right hand from underneath the sheet 
and stretched it to the side of the bed. Spirit nuzzled her 
palm and she scratched his nose. “I know it’s time, boy. 
I’m glad you’re with me.” 
Nick, who hadn’t spoken since that morning, sniveled 
as he said, “What are you saying, Ellen? Please,” he 
begged, “Don’t go.” 
She watched Zahid’s back stiffen when Nick spoke. “You 
must forgive him,” she said and squeezed his hand. “I 
already have.” 
Nick shot past Alex and left the room with a howl. 
Zahid rolled his eyes with contempt.  
“Hatred will blind you,” said Ellen then spoke to 
Alex, “Give me your hand little Athena.” 
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Alex moved to Zahid’s side as he placed Ellen’s hand 
in hers. The girl noticed how unusually cold the woman’s 
skin was. What did she call me? “I’m Alex,” she said.  
“I know your name, warrior,” said Ellen, some strength 
returning to her voice. “Athena was a fierce combatant but 
she was also the goddess of wisdom. Learn to develop your 
other skills too.” 
Unable to speak, Alex nodded her head, kissed Ellen’s 
hand, and left the room. Zahid clasped her hand again. It 
seemed stiffer than before. Don’t leave me, he thought. 
“Learn from the little girl. Fight only when you have 
to, Zahid,” she said. 
Zahid looked out of the window at the sunset through a 
tree. The vanishing blaze reminded him of the star engulfed 
in a flame that he used to wear. “This is Jared’s fault.” 
“You have a chance to make a change,” her voice 
wavered. “You were born to be a leader.” 
“I don’t want to be a leader.” He didn’t want be 
anything; he was void of emotion and didn’t want to think 
about an hour from now much less the nebulous future. 
“You already are. You’ve seen the way little children 
attach themselves to you. You’re a natural teacher.” She 
closed her eyes, caught her breath in pain. 
“I love you.” 
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He had never said that before, thought he never would 
again. Then the Ancient of Days walked in. He sat on the 
side of the bed by Spirit and wept silently. 
Ellen’s hand rested on the greyhound’s head. When she 
looked up, she said, “It is well.” She smiled and exhaled 
her last breath with a vacant stare. 
The monitor changed from a beep to a steady hum. Time 
stood still. Zahid felt something within him crumple. He 
closed his eyes to shut out the pain, hold back the tears 
that had refused to flow all day. It didn’t work. He 
thought that everything that was right with the world had 
left with Ellen. Then the Ancient of Days spoke. 
“Well done, Beloved,” he said as he closed her 
eyelids. 
The boy recognized that he would never hear her voice 
again, except in his dreams. “She didn’t tell me, ‘I love 
you, too.’” The tears came in a torrent now and he had to 
hiccup.  
The Ancient of Days put his hand on top of Zahid and 
Ellen’s clasped hands. Zahid contrasted the strength of the 
rough hand atop his knuckles with the rigid hand in his 
palm. The man replied, “She didn’t have to.”  
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Chapter Ten: 
Loss 
 
 
 The Ancient of Days found Zahid standing in the surf 
at the deserted beach after the funeral. An overcast sky 
brought the promise of rain that whipped the waves with 
frenzy. Fully clothed with his hands in his pants’ pockets, 
Zahid faced the distant horizon oblivious to everything, 
allowing the ocean spray to hit him in the face. It wasn’t 
until he was almost knocked over and the Ancient of Days 
steadied him that he became aware that he wasn’t alone. The 
man broke the silence. “Abigail is worried about you.” 
 “I’m sorry if I have caused her any grief,” said the 
boy.  
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 “She wanted to look for you during the funeral but I 
assured her I would find you afterwards. You should have 
told her where you were going.” 
 Another wave splashed over Zahid’s head when the 
Ancient of Days caught his arm and said, “Let’s go sit on 
the shore.” 
 “You are probably wondering why I am here,” said Zahid 
after they sat down. 
 “I know,” said the man, water dripping from his beard. 
“But I think it would make you feel better to tell me.” 
 A seagull dipped into the water for dinner. Zahid 
said, “I understand that this sounds illogical, but I keep 
waiting for the wind and the waves to wash away my pain and 
fill these holes inside of me.” He felt foolish, yet he 
trusted this man, this great leader who made time for 
anyone who asked. “I remember the first time I came here 
with Alex and Ellen. Then, I found it too expansive, too 
open because I was used to my little cave. Now, it makes me 
feel secure, like it’s a place of refuge for me….”  
 The Ancient of Days let the boy speak uninterrupted. 
Zahid didn’t expect any soothing words or platitudes; just 
knowing the man was there to listen made him feel better.  
Zahid told him of all his memories of Ellen, which led to 
his life at the Complex, and he left nothing out. He had 
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been so reserved about speaking of his past until now. He 
felt like Josh bringing his basket of toys for him to dump 
and sort out. The disclosure exhausted him. But it seemed 
like something was missing. Silence followed his reveries 
and then he spoke again.  
 “I saw Ellen in my dream last night. I was working in 
my garden, overgrown with vines and weeds; it was a mess 
and I struggled clean it up. My efforts seemed futile. I 
threw down my pruning shears in frustration when she 
appeared. She looked like she did before the accident, 
vibrant, alive. She was wearing a deep burgundy gown the 
color of my favorite pansy last winter.  
 “‘What’s wrong, teacher?’ she asked me.  
 “I cried, ‘I don’t know where to begin.’ 
 “Then she embraced me. I could feel her, she seemed so 
real. Her cheek was soft underneath mine, my face awash in 
her hair that smelled of gardenias. She felt so solid. ‘I’m 
here to help you,’ she said. I woke up after she picked up 
my shears and attacked an invasive vine that covered the 
tree in front of me.” Zahid wiped his nose with his shirt 
sleeve that had dried out some by now. “I’ve lost her,” he 
said in a broken voice. 
 “Believe me when I tell you she is not lost,” said the 
Ancient of Days as he looked out across the turbulent 
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waves. The storm would come soon. “She’s where she desires 
to be.” 
 Zahid thought of a conversation long ago that he had 
forgot to ask Ellen about. “Is she beyond the mountains, 
with your father?” he ventured. A nod answered him. “But 
she is dead.” 
 “You have to understand that death is merely 
separation. I paved the way beyond the mountain with my 
blood. And if you’ll believe me, you will see her again.” 
 Zahid was trying to wrap his mind around that idea 
when the rain came and they left. As they walked towards 
Zahid’s home, he stole a sideways glance at the man beside 
him. He’s the most sincere person I’ve ever known, he 
thought. I believe. 
 Nick sat on the white rattan couch by Abigail in the 
living room when they returned. Zahid loved this room 
because it was blue like the ocean and decorated with 
seashells; lots of windows brought the outdoors in. After 
the Ancient of Days sat in chair opposite of the couch, 
Nick approached him with his head down. Zahid leaned on the 
wall behind the couch. 
 “I feel like I need to tell you this,” said Nick. He 
looked wretched.   
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The Ancient of Days rested his forearms on his knees 
and leaned forward. He nodded, ready to listen. Nick 
continued. 
“I recognize that what I have done can’t be taken 
back, can’t be changed. If I could go back in time and undo 
this mess I’ve made, I swear I would.” Tears seeped past 
his lips. “I’m sorry. And I would understand if I am no 
longer allowed to stay in Sheruwth.” 
The Ancient of Days wiped the boy’s face with the side 
of his hand. “You don’t have to leave. Let this be a 
reminder the next time you get jealous of someone.” 
Nick turned to look back at Zahid. “I’m sorry.” 
Zahid’s stony glare melted as he glanced behind Nick 
to the Ancient of Days. The example was set. He shifted 
back to Nick. “I know.” Jared is the one to blame, he 
thought, and he is the one who is going to pay. 
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Chapter Eleven: 
Dream 
 
 
“We cry for ourselves,” Abigail had told Zahid soon 
after the funeral. “When I lost my husband, the Ancient of 
Days once told me, ‘Sometimes a sad face is good for the 
heart.’ And he was right. Go ahead and mourn for Ellen; the 
rest of us do. But you will find as the days pass that the 
intense pain will ease up, it has to. We can only take so 
much.”  
She was right. During the course of the next year, 
there were times when Zahid avoided company, preferring the 
solitude of his vegetable garden. He looked at the food 
plant life cycle with a new appreciation. Grief usually 
flooded over him when he worked on the flower beds. He 
attacked weeds viciously, pulling them out by the roots, 
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while trying to staunch the flow of tears. Most times, he 
felt better. By the middle of fall, he was able to plant 
burgundy pansies as a memorial to Ellen without crying. 
There was, however, a dark seed planted in his heart on the 
day of Ellen’s death that he let take root.  
In early spring, Zahid went to see the Ancient of Days 
at the amphitheater. Although the days were getting warmer, 
he brought his jacket because it was still cold in the 
shade. He found the leader on the stage, laughing with some 
of the musicians who were packing up their instruments.  
The Ancient of Days greeted him warmly. “Mighty 
warrior,” he said, “your nose looks red from the cold. 
Would you like to sit in the sun?” 
Zahid nodded and they sat on one of the benches. The 
musicians waved to them on their way out. The Ancient of 
Days gave the boy his full attention. Zahid sat facing the 
sun and had trouble looking directly at the leader. It was 
just as well so he stared at his feet as he spoke. “I’ve 
been thinking,” he said. He’s going to assume I’m insane, 
he thought then continued. “I would like to return to the 
Complex.” He glanced up at the man who didn’t flinch.  
“Go on.” 
“I have immensely enjoyed my time here at Sheruwth and 
I am extremely grateful for it. Nonetheless,” he started to 
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wipe his runny nose on his sleeve when the man handed him a 
handkerchief, “my happiness is marred by the knowledge of 
those other children trapped in the Complex. I feel an 
obligation to help them.” 
“What do you have in mind?” 
“I propose that we storm Sheol and break into the 
Complex.” 
“We?” 
“The populace of Sheruwth will go if you command them 
to.” 
“Zahid, I force my will on no one,” said the Ancient 
of Days sternly and then his tone softened. “I am glad to 
hear that you are taking an interest in those less 
fortunate than yourself.” Zahid kept his focus on his 
shoes. “At tonight’s meeting, you may ask for volunteers to 
carry out your plan.” 
“Thank you, your Majesty,” said Zahid as he arose to 
leave. The vine inside of him grew. 
“I must caution you,” said the Ancient of Days when 
Zahid reached the entrance. “Bitterness can choke the life 
out of a person just as an invasive grass can take over a 
flower bed. Let it go.” 
Zahid’s back stiffened, yet he walked on. Jared would 
be the only one choking if he could help it. 
 152 
** 
 
Three days later, several inhabitants, about twenty in 
all, joined Zahid on the dusty road back to Sheol, 
including Spirit. The sky was sunny and clear, unlike 
Zahid’s mind. They had received word from one of the 
members still at the Complex that it would be better for 
them to travel on foot. Jared had outlawed the use of 
hydro-cars around the city and ordered them shot down, just 
like airplanes, if they approached even the Outer Rim. The 
only other children allowed to go on the mission were Alex 
and Nick because they understood the danger involved. Alex 
volunteered immediately while Nick waited till the last 
minute to join the troop. “I messed it up the last time I 
went back,” he told them, shuffling his feet causing a 
cloud behind him.  
Zahid had to reach up to thump the boy’s head because 
Nick stood three inches taller. Nick lost his baby fat with 
his growth spurt, his voice crackled when he spoke. After 
the initial laughter upon hearing his changing timber, Alex 
and Zahid refrained from teasing him afterwards. Alex was 
still a head shorter than Zahid, but she had gained some 
weight, which was all muscle. The only thing that had 
softened was her eyes. She didn’t glare at people anymore, 
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though she still kept at least one weapon on her at all 
times. Now, dressed in full battle attire, Alex replied to 
Nick, “You’re going back with the right motive this time.”  
Zahid looked away. He had convinced himself that his 
motives were pure, that Jared’s death would free thousands 
of people. Why shouldn’t he be the tool of vengeance to rid 
Xica of this despot? He didn’t allow himself to think of 
his friends’ reactions when he accomplished this ultimate 
goal. In fact, he spoke of it to no one. 
Not even later, as the group sat around the campfire 
by the brook, the grown ups discussing the best possible 
way to free the children without anyone getting hurt, 
including themselves. Zahid listened to Jessica give the 
layout of the section she was familiar with in Sheol, and 
Dave, the former Observer, exposed the truth that there 
were only twelve Controllers, that three sets of four had 
instilled fear in so many. The boy was content to let them 
do the planning, because once he was in the Complex, he 
would personally see to Jared. The night was chilly. Had it 
really been two years since he sat by this brook of clear 
water with smooth pebbles at the bottom? So much had 
changed since then. 
 A strangely elaborate dream haunted him that night. 
Ellen emerged from the veil of hazy images dressed in a 
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long robe of white and stood by a being that radiated light 
so bright that Zahid had trouble making out a face; was it 
the Ancient of Days? No, it must be the Most High. Zahid 
felt like he should make obeisance but that wasn’t enough. 
He wanted to give a more precious gift and felt that Ellen 
had the answer. A coal of fire dropped from a pair of tongs 
onto her lips and tongue. He could hear a sizzle as the 
heat met the moisture of her tongue, yet she didn’t flinch. 
Instead she said, “The Council of the Holy,” and read to 
him from a very old leather bound book. As she spoke, a 
scene materialized around him.  
He was in a large tent with outer coverings of goats’ 
hair, rams’ skins, and dolphin skins; the inner lining was 
made of fine twined linen curtains of blue, purple, and 
scarlet. He wore a long sleeved white tunic tied with a 
white sash, a bronze censer in his hand. Jared stood by his 
side garbed in the same manner. There were some objects in 
the room, but the only one he could make out was a bronze 
altar in front of them. An impression came over him that 
this was a place of great importance, where the lives of 
many depended on his actions; he could feel the weight of 
this knowledge settle on him like a mantle.  
When Ellen told them where to light the censers, Jared 
caught his hand and led him out of the tent instead. The 
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night air was cold and they found a few people clad in 
tunics of gray huddled around a fire in the courtyard of an 
enormous mansion, the likes of which Zahid had never seen 
before. The only female in the group, a little girl, argued 
with one of the men in the circle.  
“I know you were with him,” she said. 
“I do not know the man.” 
“Your accent betrays you,” said the girl and the 
others stared at him critically.  
Jared turned to Zahid and said, “We will get our fire 
from here.” He took Zahid’s censer from his hand and 
squeezed between the man and girl. They took no notice of 
Jared when he lit both censers in the fire.  
The accused beat his chest and shouted, “A curse on me 
and my descendants should I not be telling the truth.” 
Zahid and Jared departed as the man continued. “I tell 
you I do not know the man about whom you are talking.” 
Jared produced incense out of his pocket to place in 
the censers when they reentered the tent. The smell was 
pleasant but not the same as the odor emitting from the 
other censers in the room. They walked towards the brazen 
altar. 
Ellen cried, “Don’t. Only the sacred fire may be 
used.” 
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Zahid hesitated. Jared ushered him on and said, “My 
fire is just as good.” 
Amidst Ellen’s anguished cries of, “Don’t do the same, 
Zahid,” they simultaneously placed their censers on the 
altar then –- 
All was light and heat and burning. They were engulfed 
in flames when Zahid awoke from his dream; like a snake, 
his body writhed before arriving in a sitting position.  
Jessica, who had taken watch that hour, moved from the 
campfire to his side. He fell against her in a heap. 
“What’s wrong?” she asked as he clung to her. 
He took in a deep breath of night air. “I miss Ellen.” 
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Chapter Twelve: 
Return 
 
 
Karl’s store seemed the same as when Alex left it 
years ago only worse. More shelves had fallen down and Karl 
hadn’t bothered to repair them so there were several open 
spaces on the wall; dust replaced the deteriorating paint 
on the walls and shelves. He must be keeping more of his 
inventory in the back now, she thought. No customers in 
sight. She wrinkled her nose; what is that odor? Karl 
finally came into view from a door behind the counter; what 
muscle he had turned to flab and he was larger than ever. 
His smile engulfed his face, eyes scrunching into slits. 
“I don’t believe it,” he laughed and leaned over the 
counter to shake Alex’s hand. “Are you here for long?” 
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She shook her head. “Does the Ambassador still order 
fresh meat from the slaughter house?” 
“Just about every day.” 
“I need your help.” 
** 
 
The door creaked as the four Controllers entered the 
store two by two that afternoon. Alex bumped into one on 
her way out, relieving him of his stun gun at the same 
time. She met Jessica in the alley behind the store. 
Meanwhile, Karl greeted the Controllers with a grunt. 
“One of you will have to come with me back to the 
slaughterhouse,” he said. He pulled his shotgun from 
underneath the counter when all four of them moved in 
unison. “I said ‘one.’ You,” he pointed the nozzle at the 
guy on front left side, “You come with me. I’m not going to 
have all of you tromping through my storage room knocking 
everything over.” 
The Lead Controller looked to his left and nodded.  
Karl exited the back door first, the Controller behind 
him. Alex jumped from behind a trash barrel and poked the 
stun gun into Controller’s back while Karl trudged off to 
the slaughter house. The Controller reached for his gun and 
realized it wasn’t there; he lifted his hands in the air. 
 159 
“How many seconds do we have before his friends 
receive his distress signal?” said Alex. 
“Ten.” 
Jessica moved from behind the open door to Alex’s 
side. She pressed at the base of his skull and – a panel of 
his hair opened to reveal some circuitry. Jessica inserted 
a tiny chip with a pair of tweezers and pulled out another 
one. She pressed his skull again and the panel closed.  
He lowered his hands.  
“Did it work?” asked Alex, her finger on the trigger. 
“Where will you be two hours from now?” Jessica asked 
the Controller. 
“At the gates of Sheol,” he said. 
“And what is your objective?” 
“To secure the guards and open the gates.” 
“How many entrances does Sheol have?” 
“The gates are the only entrance.” 
Alex lowered the gun with a smile and replaced it on 
the Controller’s hip. “Good boy,” she said and disappeared 
into the alley with Jessica. 
Karl returned with a wrapped package. He placed it in 
the Controller’s hands when the other Controllers split 
open the backdoor.  
“Is there a problem?” asked the Lead Controller.  
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Karl pointed the shotgun in his face. “Yeah. You’re 
gonna replace that door you sorry excuse for a machine.” 
The one Controller with the package in his hand didn’t 
move while the other two reached for their weapons. 
“I’ll blow a hole through every wire in your body if 
your buddies don’t stand down,” said Karl. 
With lowered guns and without a word, the Controllers 
vacated the alley.  
** 
 
The assembly from Sheruwth glided like phantoms along 
the streets of the Outer Rim just before sunset under a sky 
filled with shades of red, orange, yellow. Being the 
largest crowd on the road brought them some semblance of 
security. Spirit kept a vigilant watch darting around the 
perimeter of their group. Addicts chose to stay in their 
nooks and crannies rather than attack the entourage or face 
the snarling dog. The wind died down with the sun’s rays as 
they approached the gates of Sheol. Zahid walked behind 
Dave and Jessica. He had forgotten about the stench and 
tried to hold his breath as he dodged a pothole full of 
decaying matter. Not much longer now he thought. 
In a matter of seconds, the massive metal doors swung 
open and they entered the gray world. Five guards lay on 
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the ground; a Controller hovered over them with a stun gun. 
“They will revive in thirty minutes,” he said. 
“Stay with them until we leave,” said Dave and ushered 
the group down the deserted roadways towards the Complex. 
The gray two-story buildings of Sheol stared at them 
silently with vacant eyes of windows. Dave avoided taking 
them by the dining halls where most of the inhabitants were 
awaiting the evening address before returning to their 
living quarters.  
“I thought they would have more security here,” 
remarked a twenty year old boy who had grown up in 
Sheruwth. Jessica answered him. 
“Most of them are so apathetic that they don’t need 
much supervision. It’s the Complex guards we need to worry 
about.”  
Dave interjected, “They are only allowed to carry stun 
guns since Jared publicly disapproves of violence, but if 
they drag you into a back room….” 
“Let’s avoid getting stunned,” said Nick. “How are we 
supposed to get in there again?” 
“A janitor on the day crew is our only contact in the 
building right now,” said Dave. “He’s going to create a 
diversion through a temporary power failure –- Sound 
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familiar, Zahid? –- and attempt to disable the security 
guards. If that fails, then we will….” 
A rush of feelings swept through Zahid who had fallen 
to the back of the crowd. As they progressed closer to that 
monolith known as the Complex, his heart got stuck in his 
throat and pounded at his tonsils like a punching bag. I’m 
doing this for Ellen he told himself to allay his fears. 
Control your breathing. He inhaled deeply then let it out 
in three short spurts. At least it doesn’t smell as bad in 
here. The air was stale compared to Sheruwth but didn’t 
carry the weight of filth that it did in the Outer Rim. A 
heaviness settled on his body which made it difficult to 
walk. He thought of his dream from the night before and the 
way he felt when he first materialized in the tent, like he 
was a servant in a royal temple about to perform a great 
duty for a beloved king. Paradoxically, he felt important 
and humble at the same time. Now, he sensed that he was 
suffocating, choking under a tremendous load.  
They were almost to the Complex, near the laundry 
facility, when three Controllers confronted them, guns 
raised. 
Quicker than the Lead Controller could say, “Halt,” 
Alex grabbed his extended arm and hit inside his upper arm 
with a tonfa. The pressure knocked him off balance for a 
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second and Spirit jumped on his chest. Alex removed the gun 
from his hand and held it to his head. Spirit hauled him by 
the arm behind the building with Alex and Jessica in tow.  
All of this happened within a matter of seconds. When 
the other two Controllers comprehended what was going on, 
one tapped a communication device on his collar, “Barricade 
the Complex; intruder alert,” and began firing. 
The group scattered, some left on the ground after 
being shot. Most ran into the laundry facility. The two 
Controllers followed. 
Jessica, Alex, Spirit, and the Lead Controller 
reemerged a minute later. Alex dropped by a woman curled up 
on the broken cement street and checked her pulse. “You’re 
going to be fine,” she whispered in the woman’s ear and 
stroked her hair. Spirit sniffed at the twenty year old who 
had asked about security earlier, leaving him with a lick 
on his forehead before the dog went on to the next person. 
Dave raced around a corner, pointing at the building 
in front of them. “They’re in there,” he said when he saw 
Jessica. Workers in brown uniforms trickled onto the street 
wearing dazed expressions, their dinner interrupted.  
Jessica told the Controller, “Bring the other two to 
me.” He promptly obeyed her command. She looked around. 
“Where’s Nick?” 
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“And Zahid?” asked Alex. 
Spirit took off towards the Complex. He found the two 
boys on the west side of the building where the massive 
air-conditioning units were housed. Zahid stood atop one, 
pulling at a grate.  
“I don’t think I can fit in there,” said Nick. 
Zahid peered in the hole he had just freed. “Yes you 
can. Don’t disappoint me now, Nick. I need you to show me 
where Jared’s office is.” 
“I think we should wait for the others.” 
“You can let them in while I converse with Jared,” 
said Zahid. The dubious look on Nick’s face said the boy 
wasn’t convinced. He tried another tactic. “At the moment, 
we are their only hope of getting in.” 
Nick finally agreed and crawled in, Zahid on his 
heels. Spirit’s barking followed them in. 
“He sounds angry,” said Nick. 
“Maybe he sees a Controller,” said Zahid. Or maybe he 
is trying to warn you said a voice in his head. I’ve got to 
complete this task, he thought. The vine inside of him 
clung to the heart in his throat. His stomach bubbled; 
you’ll be just like him. “What floor is Jared’s office on?” 
“At the top,” said Nick. “Didn’t you pay attention to 
Dave last night?” 
 165 
Zahid shook his head. 
“We’ll have to take the stairs to get up there. I’m 
not going to even try to crawl through these shafts 
upwards,” he whispered as they came closer to an opening. 
“Jared has a private staircase so we’ll use that one to 
avoid trouble.”  
“I’m sure he has a private elevator as well then.” 
Nick made sure the hall was empty before he removed 
the vent cover. He tumbled out head first with a roll that 
Alex would’ve been proud of. Zahid slapped out as he hit 
the marble floor to break his fall. Alex had taught them 
well. Dying florescent bulbs flickered casting a greenish 
glow along the corridor; they emitted a hum that fluctuated 
with the flicker. 
“Where are we?” asked Zahid. He thought he smelled 
incense. 
Nick shook his head. They removed their shoes and 
crept along holding their breath.  
They ducked into a room when they heard voices in the 
hall. It was a narrow galley pantry for the kitchen. Voices 
could be heard behind the door across from them. Jars and 
boxes lined the shelves. “No gray mush in here,” said Zahid 
with contempt.  
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 Nick shushed him and pulled him around the corner of 
the shelves near the door to the kitchen. He whispered, 
“I’ve been here before. I stole down here for a midnight 
snack.”  
Zahid crossed his arms. 
“We’ll wait till the chef and his assistant bring up a 
course of food to Jared in the elevator. Then we can sneak 
across to the stairs.” 
“Are you certain the chef will leave?” 
“Not to bring up bad memories, but he always did when 
I came here last year. Jared insisted on it so that if his 
food wasn’t right he could fuss at the guy in person.” 
“You must be correct. We will wait.” 
In the interim, they put on their shoes and Zahid 
thought about how he had lived in this building for so many 
years and this was his first time to see this much of it. 
His anger rose as he contemplated the idea of Jared having 
a personal chef while everyone else was forced to eat bland 
tasteless mush. The hypocrite. And murderer.  
They heard a door slam when the man and woman left. 
With Nick in the lead, they crept across the kitchen: Zahid 
swiped a knife off the counter and stuck it in his boot.  
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Seven sets of stairs were enough for Zahid. “Do you 
think it possible to use the elevator now?” he asked out of 
wind. 
“Yeah. I just wanted to give the pair enough time to 
get back down to the kitchen. Come on.” 
Stealthily to the elevator they moved. Nick felt 
better when the doors contracted. Then the absurdity of 
their situation pounced on him. 
“What are we going to do once we see the Ambassador? I 
mean, what’s to keep him from throwing us to the 
Controllers?” 
“I will barter with him.” 
“With what?” 
“Myself.” 
Nick’s eyes widened. “You’re talking crazy now.” 
“I will tell him that I will stay with him if he lets 
the other children go free. Meanwhile, you need to find the 
janitor to see if he can get the doors open.” 
“Don’t you think he would’ve gotten them open by now 
if he could’ve? I’m not leaving you.” 
Zahid’s lie didn’t work. He knew once they got into 
the office he’d have to distract Nick some other way. An 
audience wasn’t in his plans for Jared’s execution. What 
were your plans asked the voice in his head. All he had 
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envisioned was choking the life out of Jared. He wouldn’t 
let himself think of anything else. Don’t think, just do. 
The doors dilated. 
“It’s right there,” pointed Nick. An ornate cherry 
wood entrance stood across from the elevator surrounded by 
walls painted forest green. When he stepped out of the 
elevator, he felt like he had traveled back in time to a 
picture he had seen of a room in a Victorian home on 
nineteenth century Earth.   
“Do you think he’s in there?” asked Zahid. Blood 
rushed to his ears and made it difficult to hear Nick’s 
reply. 
“When he had guests, he ate in the dining room over 
there.” He nodded his head towards another door down the 
corridor. “When it was just me and him, we ate in the 
office.” 
Zahid pulled the knife from his boot and tucked the 
handle in his palm with the blade parallel to his inner 
forearm. “You can wait here.” 
Nick shook his head. 
They listened at the door before Zahid gently pushed 
it forward. What first caught his attention were the 
monitors on the wall. On one, he could see a crowd outside 
the entrance of the Complex trying to ram the door down. A 
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half smile flitted on his face when he noticed the three 
Controllers helping the rabble.  
His next push revealed his former leader alone. 
Jared tapped around his desk trying to find his glass 
of wine. He found it, pulled it up towards his chin and 
rested it there before it made its way to his lips. A 
sloppy sip ensued before the glass was carefully put back 
on the massive desktop by particles of food that missed his 
mouth.  
Nick whispered, “He’s completely blind.” 
Jared turned his head in the direction of the door. 
“Who’s there?” he snapped groping his way to the 
communication device past his plate. 
Zahid leaped like a lion behind his back, put him in a 
headlock with the knife to his throat. “Don’t move.” 
Jared’s face twisted into a look of recognition. 
“Zahid?” he said. 
Nick scurried behind the open door and gawked amazed 
at his friend. Coadjutor appeared in the doorway then froze 
when he comprehended the circumstances in front of him. 
“You’ve grown,” he said flatly.  
“Another word from you and he’ll die,” said Zahid. 
Coadjutor nodded.  
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“Nick will escort you down stairs.” Zahid motioned 
with his head at the monitors while Nick slid from behind 
the door. “If you don’t have that entrance opened within 
ten minutes, I will slit his throat.” 
The man’s mouth tightened into a cork as he turned to 
exit the room, Nick in tow.  
“And don’t contemplate any vile actions against my 
friend because if he fails to appear with you on that 
screen, I will kill the Ambassador and you will be next.” 
Nick turned to wink before he left. “Nice move,” he 
mouthed and shut the door behind him. 
Zahid wondered what Nick would think when he returned 
in fifteen minutes. 
“I can only listen to the monitors now,” said Jared, 
his voice weary. He seemed so frail underneath Zahid’s arm. 
The boy loosed his hold and twisted Jared’s chair around to 
face him. The man’s unoccupied eyes rested on some unseen 
spot on the wall. “How have you been, my boy?” 
“I’m not your boy.” Do it, he told himself. Not yet, 
he replied back. The veins throbbed in his arms as he 
clinched his fists, the knife still clutched in one. 
“You’ve come to free your brothers and sisters, I take 
it?” He shook his head. “What a pity you didn’t stay; you 
were to rule it all.” 
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“Rule what? Rule whom? Those zombies you call 
citizens? I’d rather be a servant where I’m at.” Zahid 
thought of his dream in the tent.  
“So you’re a servant in Sheruwth,” he shrugged. “We’re 
both servants of the Most High.” 
Zahid felt like he had been punched in the stomach. 
His hand went to Jared’s throat and squeezed; his body 
shook with outrage. “Explain,” he demanded.  
“We both serve him in our own ways.” 
Zahid put the knife to the base of Jared’s throat. A 
slight push produced a spot of blood. “And your way was to 
murder a woman who showed kindness to children.” 
“I’ve never murdered anyone,” he gasped. “You know 
I’ve done everything I could to keep peace in the city. I 
protected them from the murderers and fiends in the Outer 
Rim.” 
“Your peace comes in a pill, in the death of a 
person’s personality. You may never have physically placed 
your hands on someone to murder them, but in essence you’ve 
done it. Their blood is on your hands.” 
“Is my blood on yours now? That feels like a nasty 
scratch on my throat.” 
Zahid looked at his hands. They were still clean. He 
had barely nicked the skin, a minor flesh wound. There was, 
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however, blood on Jared’s medallion. Zahid put his knife 
under the chain that held it and pulled hard. The star and 
flame fell to the floor. “How you have fallen,” quoted 
Zahid. 
“You and I are so much alike. Our ways are the same, 
our service the same,” said Jared. 
“Your way is to kill.” 
Do it quick he told himself. Zahid moved his hand from 
Jared’s throat to pull his head back by his wavy white 
hair. As a child, Zahid had always wondered what Jared’s 
hair felt like. Now he knew and didn’t care. 
Incense. Where did that smell come from? Every nerve 
in his body tensed, he felt like he was on fire.   
“Don’t do the same, Zahid,” he heard Ellen’s voice 
call to him as if she was in the room by him. You’re not 
the same. 
Zahid looked into the face of the man who had caused 
so much pain in his life. There was only a shriveled up 
person, waiting to die, in spite of his pretenses.  
In his mind he heard the Ancient of Days say, “Let it 
go.” 
The knife dropped from his hand. The vine withered 
within him and died. He felt light, numb.  
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Nick stood in the doorway; saw the blood on Jared’s 
neck, the knife on the carpet. “It’s not worth it,” his 
voice crackled. “The guilt’s not worth it.” 
Zahid took his hand out of Jared’s hair. Dave and 
Jessica entered the room after Nick. When Zahid spoke, he 
seemed to hear himself as if from within a tunnel. “Let’s 
destroy all of the drugs before we leave. If they really 
want them, they can make more later.”  
Jessica said, “I like the way you think. Being drug 
free will give them the chance to become sentient again.” 
Jared wiped his neck with his shirt sleeve. He looked 
like a prune. 
“There’s going to be a change in the evening address 
tonight,” said Zahid. “Shall I guide you to the 
transmission area?” 
Jared grabbed his cane, got up, felt his way around 
the desk, and crossed the room where he knew the blue 
screen would be behind him. 
“May I join you?” said Zahid and stood behind Jared, 
his hand on the man’s shoulder. Jared tensed up. 
Zahid whispered, “I’m not going to choke you, this 
time.” 
“The timer will go off in five seconds,” said Jared. 
He was clearly agitated.  
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Five, four, three, two, one – a red light appeared 
above the camera in front of them. 
Zahid spoke, “Citizens, you are not expected to chant 
the litany this evening. Your deity cannot hear you, cannot 
see you. Maybe for the first time in your lives you will be 
allowed to make your own decisions. You will have the 
option to leave the city without harm from the 
Controllers.” 
Jessica interjected from across the room, “Don’t take 
the gray pill on your food tray if you want to take control 
of your life.” 
In the dining halls throughout the city, citizens 
stared in silence at the familiar screens above the tables. 
Some listened to the disembodied female voice and dropped 
the medication in their hands. The boy Nick had mistaken 
Zahid for two years earlier in the Boys’ Ward rose up with 
a shout, “I’m getting out of here.” Was that blood on the 
Ambassador’s collar? They didn’t know he was human, that he 
could bleed. 
The transmission ended without a word from Jared. They 
left him standing in the office in front of his camera, 
alone. 
Jessica went to reprogram the rest of the Controllers 
that her first coverts had rounded up for her.  
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Zahid looked at Dave. “How do we get to the children?” 
“This way.” 
Into the elevator they went, stopping on the seventh 
floor. “This is where you used to live,” said Dave as they 
stepped into the monochromatic passage of white walls and 
floors. 
Victoria appeared in the hall. “Zahid, I thought that 
was you. You’ve grown up so much,” she smiled. Her eyes 
were even greener than he remembered.  
“We’ve come to let them go, Victoria,” said Zahid. 
“Please don’t stand in our way.” 
“I’d hate for you to get hurt,” said Nick. 
She laughed when she heard his changing voice break. 
“That can’t be a threat. You’ve grown up, too. But you are 
still little boys.” She shook her head. “I want to help 
you. I never agreed with this experiment but I felt 
trapped, so I cooperated.” 
Dave said, “I saw the way you interacted with the 
children during holographic sessions. You treated them with 
kindness. I believe you.” 
Zahid thought of the sympathy she showed him when he 
was sick years ago. He nodded at Dave. 
“Will you come with us back to Sheruwth?” asked Nick. 
“Is that where you are taking the children?” 
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Dave answered, “Yes, until they grow old enough to 
decide for themselves. You are welcomed, too.” 
She touched a wall and a panel retracted to reveal a 
touchpad.  
“Do you know the codes?” asked Dave. 
Alex emerged from the elevator with a list in her 
hand. “I’ve been looking all over for you.” She handed the 
paper to Dave with an eyebrow cocked at Victoria.  
Nick said, “She’s on our team now.” 
Alex gave a nod of approval. “We’ve already opened 
some of the doors.” 
Zahid grinned in anticipation.  
“But it’s so weird. Some of them don’t want leave.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 177 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Epilogue 
 
 
Tell us a story, Aunt Ellen. 
Which one would you like to hear? 
Of the children who stayed. 
Where shall I begin? 
With the Complex. 
When Jared’s world became nothing. 
 
 Ten years later. 
 “Make sure to put rocks at the bottom of your 
containers in order to ensure proper drainage,” said Zahid 
to his class of little gardeners who sat in a circle in the 
backyard of his home. Some cloud cover brought welcome 
relief on that summer afternoon. He was teaching the group 
of ten year olds how to plant pungent herbs in pots. Mint 
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was the scent that dominated the air. “Ellen, get that out 
of your mouth,” he told his baby girl as she gnawed on a 
pebble. She sat on his lap and kicked when he put his 
finger in her mouth to retrieve the rock. Two tiny teeth 
clamped down. 
 “Ooh.” 
 The children laughed and continued their planting. 
  He held the drooling baby in front of his face. “Do I 
perceive another tooth coming out?” 
 “Zahid, we need to talk,” said Alex as she entered the 
yard. She was still short, about five foot one, but looked 
like a bodybuilder.  
 “Good afternoon, Sensei Alexandra,” said a little boy 
with freckles and brown hair. He was one of her favorites. 
 “Are you coming to my karate seminar tomorrow? Sensei 
Nick will be there too.” 
 “I sure am.” 
 She scooped Ellen up and had her braided hair promptly 
chewed on. “Can your wife take over for you right now?” she 
asked Zahid.  
 He frowned. “Certainly.” He walked to the back door 
and called to his wife. “Aiyonia, can you help me out 
here?” He turned back to Alex. “Is there a problem?” 
 “Jared wants to see you.” 
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** 
 
 Zahid’s hydro-car landed just outside of the Complex; 
the gates of Sheol no longer existed so he was able to fly 
through unhindered. Coadjutor met Zahid at the door, his 
uniform a rumpled mess. “Please come this way,” he said as 
he led Zahid to some stairs. “The elevator broke years 
ago.” 
 The place was empty, just like the city surrounding 
it. Even the Outer Rim was deserted.  
 “What happened?” Zahid asked while climbing the 
stairs.  
 “To the elevator?” 
 “Everything.” 
 The man looked thin. “Everyone eventually left. It 
happened within a year of your last visit,” he said with 
contempt. “With no one to work, it all fell to ruins.” 
 “What about the children in isolation?” One girl had 
made her way to Sheruwth a month after they returned but 
the others he knew nothing of. 
 “They disappeared after they had to start taking care 
of themselves. The experiment failed. Thanks to you.” 
 Zahid stopped where he was. “Why did you ask me to 
come here?” 
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 “Because there is a dying old man on the next floor 
who has been asking about you everyday for over a year. I 
don’t know why he is so attached to you, or the idea of 
you, but he is.” 
 “Why are you still here?” 
 “Because that dying old man needs me.” 
 They exited the stairwell on the third floor. I’m 
relieved he’s not on the top anymore, thought Zahid. I 
couldn’t make that climb when I was twelve, I definitely 
couldn’t do it now. Coadjutor brought him into a small dark 
room of brown granite walls and steel trim. His cave, 
thought Zahid. Jared lay on a bed against the corner of the 
wall.  
 “Ambassador, the boy is here to see you.” 
 Zahid was shocked at how emaciated the man looked, 
more like a dope fiend of the Outer Rim than the man he 
once admired.  
 “Zahid, is that you? Say something because I can’t see 
you.” 
 “The timber of my voice had deepened since last we 
spoke.” 
 Jared cackled, “But that’s your diction and syntax. 
I’m so pleased that you came to see me.” 
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 “I fail to understand, however, why you feel compelled 
to speak with me.” 
 “They’re all gone, you know.” 
 “I have been told.” 
 Coadjutor left the room. Jared struggled to sit up. 
Zahid offered to help him, noticing how tangled his wavy 
hair was, how dirty. Instead of revulsion, Zahid felt pity. 
He sat on the side of the bed. 
 “How long have you been alone?” 
 “Coadjutor tells me it has been nine years.” 
 “I know what it’s like to be alone.” 
 Jared said nothing. A tear slipped onto his cheek. 
 “You don’t have to stay here.” 
 “I have no place else to go.” 
 Zahid placed the man’s frail hand in his. 
 “That’s not true. Only your pride keeps you here.” 
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